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“IT’S DELIGHTFUL TO BE MARRIED” 
 
DEPICTIONS OF MARRIAGE IN THE FILMS OF  
 
MYRNA LOY AND WILLIAM POWELL 
 
SARAH CONSTABLE CRANE 
ABSTRACT 
 Myrna Loy and William Powell appeared in fourteen films together, 
made from 1934 to 1947, resulting in an unprecedented number of 
cinematic pairing within the classical Hollywood studio system. This 
might prompt one to wonder: what was it about their onscreen personas 
and characters that contributed to their success as the quintessential 
‘screwball’ couple? Drawing upon genre studies, this thesis examines the 
performances of Loy and Powell, the comedic intertextuality developed 
within their filmic oeuvre, and their films’ contributions to the romantic 
comedy genre. The films discussed within this thesis focus mainly on Loy 
and Powell’s roles as married couples within ‘The Thin Man’ film series, 
including The Thin Man (1934), After the Thin Man (1936), Another Thin 
Man (1939), Shadow of the Thin Man (1941), The Thin Man Goes Home 
(1945), and The Song of the Thin Man (1947), as well as their stand-alone 
performances in the screwball and marital comedies, Libeled Lady 
(1936), Double Wedding (1937), I Love You Again (1940), and Love Crazy 
(1941). By analyzing the progression of Loy and Powell’s roles as iconic 
screwball and romantic comedy couples, this thesis traces the lasting 
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cultural impact and legacy Loy and Powell’s films have had on 
subsequent generations of filmmakers and moviegoers.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 When one thinks of classic Hollywood couples, whether merely via 
roles onscreen or even relationships off-screen, many names easily come 
to mind. The iconic pairings of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, 
Katharine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy, Humphrey Bogart and Lauren 
Bacall, or Doris Day and Rock Hudson are obvious choices, but one 
screen couple that stands out above the rest is that of Myrna Loy and 
William Powell. Appearing in fourteen films together, between 1934 and 
1947, six of which they play the eccentric sleuthing couple Nick and 
Nora Charles, makes for an unprecedented number of cinematic pairings 
that none of the aforementioned couples comes close to attaining 
(Astaire/Rogers appeared in 10 films, Hepburn/Tracy made 8, 
Bogart/Bacall had 4, and Day/Hudson were in only 3 films together). 
But what, one may wonder, should this unprecedented number of filmic 
appearances be attributed to and what made Loy and Powell such a 
seminal onscreen couple? 
 The simplest explanation lies in the fact that both Loy and Powell 
were products of the classical Hollywood ‘studio system,’ and more 
specifically that both actors made almost all their filmic appearances 
together while working at Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM). Their only non-
MGM film, also being their last filmic appearance, was The Senator Was 
Indiscreet (1947), which was a Universal Pictures production. Both Loy 
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and Powell were signed with a variety of studios over the course of their 
respective careers, resulting in a constant cycle of performances while on 
loan to other studios and a long series of contract renegotiations (the 
details of which can be found in a number of biographical texts about 
each actor, such as Loy’s semi-autobiography, written with James 
Kotsilibas-Davis, Myrna Loy – Being and Becoming, or Roger Bryant’s 
William Powell – The Life and Films). The films addressed in this essay 
represent just a small portion of the prolific work of two of classical 
Hollywood’s leading stars, whose careers started well before Loy and 
Powell were first paired together onscreen in W. S. Van Dyke’s pre-code 
1934 gangster film, Manhattan Melodrama, and continued well after their 
last joint filmic appearance in 1947.  
The bulk of Loy and Powell’s shared films were comedies, with 
three exceptions being a gangster film, Manhattan Melodrama (1934), a 
melodrama, Evelyn Prentice (1934), and a biographical-musical-drama, 
The Great Ziegfeld (1936).  Their remaining films were romantic 
comedies, and even hybrid detective-mystery-comedy films, but, 
regardless of the genre, every film that Loy and Powell made together 
always depicted the actors as playing a romantically involved couple. Loy 
and Powell appeared as a married couple, specifically, in all but two of 
their films, the exceptions being their irreverent romantic comedies 
Libeled Lady (1936) and Double Wedding (1937), where screwball endings 
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interfered with the legality of their protagonists’ union. This essay will 
examine what made Loy and Powell such an intriguing onscreen pair, 
how their characters’ varying depictions of marriage contributed to the 
development of the romantic comedy genre, and changes that can be 
seen in the cultural representation of marriage during the period in 
which their films were produced. 
Drawing upon genre studies and related scholarship, this essay 
will examine the evolution of classic romantic comedy characteristics, as 
well as broadening the interpretation of the so-called ‘screwball’ elements 
present within many of Loy and Powell’s films. Veronica Pravadelli in her 
essay “Cinema and the Modern Woman” states, “While it is true that the 
screwball heroine usually enjoys sexual and social freedom, the narrative 
nevertheless develops within the precincts of marriage or remarriage in 
an upper-class scenario” (261). My essay will expand upon Pravadelli’s 
assertion, but by examining ways in which Loy and Powell’s films subvert 
these inherently traditional ‘scenarios.’ Additionally, my essay will cite 
the work of Stanley Cavell, James Harvey, William Rothman, and 
Kathrina Glitre, for their varying and extensive discussions of classic 
Hollywood romantic comedy films, focusing on the development of 
‘screwball’ tropes, romantic comedy archetypes, and the depictions of 
marriage that pervade Loy and Powell’s films. 
In Chapter 1, “Nick and Nora the Screwball Couple,” my essay 
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examines the characteristics of two seminal romantic comedy films, The 
Thin Man and It Happened One Night, both released in 1934, which 
contributed greatly to the advent of the screwball romantic comedy cycle, 
but which offer two very distinct interpretations of the romantic 
relationships presented therein. Moreover, both films are analyzed in 
terms of their genre hybridity, and qualities that speak to the way in 
which tropes of the romantic comedy genre can be viewed as fluid 
entities, whose characteristics can transcend the notion of rigidly defined 
genre boundaries. I go on to examine the ‘Thin Man’ sequels, After the 
Thin Man (1936), Another Thin Man (1939), Shadow of the Thin Man 
(1941), The Thin Man Goes Home (1945), and The Song of the Thin Man 
(1947), in terms of how Loy and Powell’s iconic screwball couple changed 
over time. Emphasis is placed on the development of the series’ main 
characters, Nick, Nora, Nicky Jr., and Asta, particularly as a family, 
highlighting qualities that express the ways the films became a cultural 
reflection of modern marriage. 
 Skipping ahead to the two romantic comedy films that Loy and 
Powell made between 1936 and 1938, Chapter 2, “Loy & Powell: 
Romantic Comedies,” offers analysis of Libeled Lady (1936) and Double 
Wedding (1937). The chapter delves into the origins of the term 
‘screwball’ and broadens its usage beyond traditional gender lines. 
Additionally, the chapter expresses how the term can pertain to not only 
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individual characters, but to married couples as well, citing the influence 
of Loy and Powell’s portrayal of Nick and Nora as being a key influence 
within the romantic comedy genre. 
 Finally, in Chapter 3, “Loy & Powell’s Marital Comedies” I analyze 
their films I Love You Again (1940) and Love Crazy (1941), focusing on 
how the romantic comedy qualities have been appropriated and altered 
when dealing with a married couple, as opposed to the unwed couples 
explored in Chapter 2. This chapter places greater emphasis on Loy and 
Powell’s portrayal of Nick and Nora Charles, from The Thin Man, in terms 
of how the depiction of this eccentric married couple became the 
prototypical portrayal of married life and served as the idealized goal of 
most subsequent romantic comedy couples, particularly influencing the 
married couples found in I Love You Again and Love Crazy. 
 My essay focuses on Loy and Powell’s comedies, which feature 
their best performances onscreen and highlight their abilities to deliver 
fast-paced one-liners and even well-timed slapstick humor. I chose to 
omit an in-depth analysis of their three more dramatic films, Manhattan 
Melodrama, Evelyn Prentice, and The Great Ziegfeld, which, although 
featuring Loy and Powell as married couples, really have very little in 
common in terms of the style and themes present within the rest of their 
eleven films together (a potential point for future analysis). I do stress, 
however, these films’ importance, particularly in Chapters 2 and 3, via 
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the ways in which Loy and Powell’s romantic comedies utilize ‘in-jokes’ 
by intertextually referencing a variety of films that they made together, 
including their dramas, as well as some of their more famous individual 
acting endeavors. Additionally, my paper does not focus on either star’s 
personal life (or give extensive biographical background information, as 
such content exceeds the scope of this project), and instead emphasizes 
Loy and Powell’s onscreen personas and acting capabilities. 
By grounding my analysis of Myrna Loy and William Powell’s 
cinematic pairings within the history of the developments of the romantic 
comedy genre, particularly pertaining to the rise of the cycle of ‘screwball’ 
films produced during the mid-1930s through the 1940s, my essay will 
take a closer look at how these actors helped define a certain notion of 
modern marriage within classical Hollywood film. In tracing the evolution 
of The Thin Man’s iconic couple, Nick and Nora Charles, and closely 
examining their other diverse romantic comedy couples, one can see the 
lasting cultural impact that Loy and Powell’s films have had across many 
generations of filmmakers and moviegoers.  
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CHAPTER ONE: NICK AND NORA THE SCREWBALL COUPLE  
 
“Waiter, will you serve the nuts? I mean, will you serve the 
guests the nuts?” -Nora Charles (Myrna Loy) in The Thin Man 
 
 It is a thought-provoking notion to wonder what the history of film 
would have been like had W. S. Van Dyke’s The Thin Man dominated the 
Academy Awards in 1935 in place of Frank Capra’s romantic comedy It 
Happened One Night. Given the success and critical acclaim Capra’s film 
received, The Thin Man, which had nearly as many Oscar nominations 
including Best Picture, Best Actor (William Powell), Best Direction (W. S. 
Van Dyke), and Best Writing (in the adaptation category, there being two 
awards given within the same category at the time, one for original and 
one adapted screenplays), was overshadowed by It Happened One Night. 
Capra’s film walked away winning five Oscars for Best Picture, Best 
Direction (Frank Capra), Best Actor (Clark Gable), Best Actress 
(Claudette Colbert – a role which Loy turned down), and Best Writing 
(adaptation of Night Bus) (Kotsilibas-David & Loy 94; Osborne).  
At the time, there was even critical backlash about the 
nominations that year, particularly regarding the Best Actress category, 
where many believed that Bette Davis (for Of Human Bondage) and 
Myrna Loy (for The Thin Man) should have each received a nomination 
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(Osborne 36). Between overlooking Myrna Loy and her performance as 
Nora Charles, The Thin Man failed to receive any awards, as they were 
instead bestowed on It Happened One Night, nevertheless, The Thin Man 
remains a highly regarded film due to its significant contributions to the 
cycle of romantic comedy films commonly known as screwball comedies.  
 While The Thin Man and It Happened One Night were by no means 
alone in contributing to the generic conventions that would predominate 
the screwball filmic style, they are often regarded as being the two most 
influential films that prompted the ‘start’ of the sub-genre. There were in 
fact many romantic comedies released in 1934, as well as many pre-code 
romantic comedy films released during the late 1920s to early 1930s that 
predated what I like to think of as the ‘screwball boom of 1934.’  
Prior to 1934 many romantic comedies were released, most notably 
the films of director Ernst Lubitsch, who contributed a significant 
number of comedies (many of which were musicals) between 1929-1933 
(Harvey). One particular film of Lubitsch’s comes to mind, namely his 
1933 adaptation of Noël Coward’s play Design for Living, which starred 
Gary Cooper, Fredric March, and Miriam Hopkins. Design for Living 
features a narrative in which a young woman falls in love with two men 
and focuses on their ensuing risqué relationship. This pre-code film, 
along with many others, paved the way for the diverse and often socially 
subversive romantic comedies that would be released in 1934 and 
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beyond.  
According to James Harvey, the term “screwball – originally a 
publicist’s term” was not widely adopted to define this style of romantic 
comedies until 1936 with the release of My Man Godfrey, starring Carole 
Lombard and William Powell, where the term is most often associated 
with Lombard’s zany performance as Irene Bullock in the film (Harvey xi). 
Harvey adds, “screwball comedy was a wider category than the term itself 
suggests: it named a style associated less with scattiness or derangement 
than with a paradoxical kind of liberation, with romantic exaltation of a 
very down-to-earth-kind” (Harvey xi).  Building upon Harvey’s 
observation, I would trace this trend as directly developing out of the 
unprecedented success and popularity of those seminal filmic texts 
released in 1934, It Happened One Night and The Thin Man.  
In attempting to explore the origins of the screwball comedy, and 
the rise of Myrna Loy and William Powell as stars, particularly their joint 
work in romantic comedy pictures, it is important to expand one’s notion 
of filmic ‘genres’ by acknowledging the fluidity within filmic styles and 
conventions, resulting in an overlapping or constant blending of genres. 
The issue of defining genres is often complex, contested by scholars, and 
hardly definitive. I imagine genre definitions in terms of the 
interconnecting rings of a Venn diagram, which results in an intricate 
network of traits that can reside anywhere among the boundaries of the 
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rings’ overlapping lines, as generic traits are not rigidly set in any one 
category. In this sense genre traits are like molecules that can be 
transported across cell membranes, sharing information or resources, so 
much so that any given trait or molecule is not exclusive to its original 
cell, but rather mere building blocks that make up the entire organism, 
in this case the entire filmic body.  
Looking specifically at romantic comedies, I envision the genre as 
being the intersection of the larger thematic categories ‘comedy’ and 
‘romance,’ with films such as The Thin Man and It Happened One Night 
residing in the central intersection of a Venn diagram made up of 
‘drama,’ ‘comedy,’ and ‘romance’ (see Figure 1). While it might seem 
peculiar to think about films that inspired the ‘screwball’ comedy as 
existing outside the definition of that burgeoning genre, the films were in 
essence hybrid genre films, of which key characteristics were then 
replicated resulting in a clearer representation of that ‘new’ genre by the 
time films such as My Man Godfrey were released starting in 1936 and 
beyond. The ‘screwball’ films made during the latter half of the 1930s 
and into the 1940s are more easily identifiable in terms of being 
‘screwball’ films as the traits of the genre were consistently replicated, 
evoking a true filmic style. Notable romantic comedy films such as 
Bringing Up Baby (1938), Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife (1938), Holiday (1938), 
His Girl Friday (1940), The Lady Eve (1941), Ball of Fire (1941), and The 
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Palm Beach Story (1942) are ‘classic’ examples of films made at the peak 
of the genre that embody the essence of the screwball style.  
Figure 1 
 
It is necessary, at this juncture, to discuss what qualities about It 
Happened One Night and more importantly The Thin Man made these 
films so influential and touchstones of the screwball genre. I hesitate to 
describe either film as a true ‘screwball’ comedy; The Thin Man is a 
hybrid Detective Mystery/Romantic Comedy film and It Happened One 
Night is a ‘Road’ Picture/Romantic Comedy. Both films fail to be easily 
pigeonholed as any specific genre and rather incorporate a multitude of 
characteristics that interweave numerous generic conventions. 
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The Toppling ‘Walls of Jericho’ in It Happened One Night 
Released on February 22, 1934, Frank Capra’s It Happened One 
Night features a traditional romantic comedy narrative; a young socialite, 
Ellie Andrew (Claudette Colbert), defies her father’s wishes by marrying 
King Wesley and then running away to be reunited with him, but in her 
sojourn from Miami to New York she meets a handsome stranger, 
reporter Peter Warne (Clark Gable), and the pair end up falling in love. 
The film is clearly split between two generic styles, one being the 
romantic relationship developing between Ellie and Peter, and the other 
surrounding the trials and tribulations of Ellie’s journey from Miami to 
New York, the essence of a ‘road’ picture (there are a great number of 
travel themed films, both comedies and dramas, where emphasis is 
placed on the protagonists’ struggles to travel, by any means necessary, 
to their intended destination). On the surface, It Happened One Night 
follows a very conventional romantic comedy pattern of characters 
meeting by chance, overcoming short-term struggles together, and 
ultimately forming a romantic couple by the film’s conclusion.  
Stanley Cavell includes an interesting chapter on It Happened One 
Night in his book Pursuits of Happiness, which focuses on defining the 
film by conventions that Cavell associates with the ‘comedy of 
remarriage.’ Cavell distances himself from defining several romantic 
comedies in ‘screwball’ terms, by instead examining the issues of 
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marriage, but more specifically remarriage, that predominate the plots of 
many key 1930s and 1940s romantic comedies. For the purposes of this 
essay I find Cavell’s viewpoint too narrow and more indicative of a sub-
genre of romantic comedies, which goes against my own premise that 
genres are more fluid and not mutually exclusive. A romantic comedy 
can be both screwball and a comedy of remarriage, among other 
qualities, as the terms that define the qualities and style of the film 
should be used interchangeably.  
What makes It Happened One Night unique and groundbreaking is 
the underlying dramatic qualities and commentary on social class that 
Capra, along with screenwriter Robert Riskin, embedded within this film 
(Riskin often collaborated with Capra, and even worked on the 
screenplay for the 1945 ‘Thin Man’ sequel, The Thin Man Goes Home). 
Unlike more up-beat and carefree romantic comedies, there are some 
rather serious thematic undertones that give It Happened One Night a 
darker edge, highlighting the genre blending elements found within the 
film.  
If one were to remove the romantic comedy elements from It 
Happened One Night, what would be left of the film would be comprised 
of a bleak survey of the struggling lower classes in the wake of the stock-
market crash of 1929 that plunged America into the Great Depression 
(Sklar 161). For instance, Ellie has her suitcase stolen at a rest stop and 
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Peter almost loses his bag to a man who preys on hitchhikers. The film 
also features a heartbreaking scene during the bus trip that centers on a 
young boy crying after his mother has passed out after the bus crashes; 
the boy regales Ellie and Peter with his tale of woe, that he and his 
mother have not had anything to eat for days, having spent their last bit 
of money on bus tickets to move someplace else so that his mother can 
find employment.  
There are points where It Happened One Night uses comedy to 
downplay the more serious moments. Take for instance the role-playing 
scene between Ellie and Peter where they pretend to be a married couple 
in order to dupe the private detectives who are searching for Ellie, with 
orders to return her to her father. The scene can easily be understood as 
a bonding moment that functions in romantic comedy terms to bring the 
couple closer together through their sharing of an ‘inside’ joke. However, 
the scene also becomes troubling, hinting at spousal abuse, as Peter 
berates Ellie, while she pretends to be a simpleton or “plumber’s 
daughter,” and Peter even goes to far as to make a gesture as if to strike 
Ellie, inciting her to “shut up” and “quit bawling.” While this scene is 
certainly quite funny and propels the narrative towards Ellie and Peter 
eventually forming a romantic relationship, it is no less troubling in its 
depiction of what Ellie and Peter envision as a typical ‘lower-class’ 
relationship.  
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What is often the take away elements from It Happened One Night 
are the romantic comedy qualities in addition to Ellie and Peter’s 
antagonistic and budding romance, which ends in the announcement of 
the consummation of their ‘marriage,’ as a blanket falls to the floor 
effectively crumbling Peter’s insurmountable “Walls of Jericho.” Many of 
the dramatic moments in the film are often overlooked, which downplays 
the combined generic qualities of comedy, drama, and romance. These 
three elements are clearly present and so expertly interwoven within this 
film’s style that it becomes easy to see how the film is securely oriented 
as a precursor to more overtly generic screwball comedies that would 
soon follow It Happened One Night’s release, sparking a surge of romantic 
comedy films during the second half of the 1930s and into the 1940s. 
However, It Happened One Night is but one of several romantic comedies 
released in 1934 that would incite the subsequent boom of the ‘screwball’ 
comedies, with the contributions of W. S. Van Dyke’s The Thin Man being 
equally, if not more, important in contributing to the rise of the screwball 
style.  
 
Romancing The Thin Man 
The Thin Man, was released May 25, 1934, and should be 
considered a genre hybrid that contributed greatly to the development of 
the screwball comedy and made the film’s leading actors into stars. The 
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film was adapted from the Dashiell Hammett novel of the same name, 
and is considered to be a fairly faithful adaptation, though the film 
features several changes, particularly in much of the witty dialogue 
written for the film by the screenwriting husband and wife duo, Albert 
Hackett and Frances Goodrich (Mooney). Although not their first 
collaboration, Myrna Loy and William Powell were paired in three films 
released under MGM in 1934: W. S. Van Dyke’s Manhattan Melodrama 
(released May 4, 1934), The Thin Man, and William K. Howard’s Evelyn 
Prentice (released November 9, 1934). While these other films highlight 
Loy and Powell’s ability to play more serious roles, it would be their 
playful performances as the married ‘screwball’ couple Nick and Nora 
Charles that propelled the pair to fame. 
As eloquently put by director George Cukor, in 1983: 
There had been romantic couples before, but Loy and Powell 
were something new and original. They actually made 
marital comedy palatable. I remember Bill Powell when he 
started out as a melodramatic actor. Then, by some alchemy, 
he suddenly became comic. But Myrna gave the wit to the 
whole thing. They hit that wonderful note because he always 
did a wee bit too much and she underdid it, creating a grace, 
a charm, a chemistry. (Kotsilibas-Davis & Loy 69) 
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This on-screen chemistry would result in Loy and Powell appearing in 
fourteen films together, including five ‘Thin Man’ sequels that were made 
between 1936 and 1947, where they continued to reprise their roles as 
Nick and Nora Charles.  
 The Thin Man does not immediately reveal its dynamic sleuths, but 
rather opens to a shadowy figure and his whirring machines. This figure 
turns out to be Clyde Wynant (Edward Ellis), an inventor and the so-
called ‘thin man’ at the center of the film’s yet-to-be-revealed mystery. We 
are swiftly introduced to two other key characters, Dorothy Wynant 
(Maureen O’Sullivan) and her fiancé Tommy (Henry Wadsworth), as 
Dorothy has come to announce her engagement to her father. By opening 
the film with establishing the important father-daughter relationship 
between Dorothy and Wynant, we are given a glimpse at the importance 
this film places upon relationships. Wynant we learn is divorced from 
Dorothy’s mother, as he has had an affair with his secretary. This is 
made clear through dialogue between Dorothy and Tommy, when Tommy 
asks about why her parents divorced, to which Dorothy replies, “It seems 
he has a secretary,” and Tommy jokingly follows up with, “Oh… Well I’ll 
do my own typing.”  
 Given that this action takes place within the first five minutes of 
the film, one would assume that Dorothy and Tommy are the film’s 
protagonists, but in reality the film features three parallel storylines. The 
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first comprises Dorothy’s relationships with her family and fiancé 
Tommy. The second is that of Wynant’s mysterious disappearance, and 
the resulting murders that are pinned upon him. Finally, the third 
storyline revolves around the carefree lives led by the film’s charismatic 
leading duo, Nick and Nora Charles, as superbly portrayed by William 
Powell and Myrna Loy. Although, perhaps one should say trio, as Nick 
and Nora are never without their feisty wire-haired fox terrier Asta.  
 Our first glimpse of Nick occurs in a rather odd manner, as he is 
seen across a boisterous dance-floor framed from the perspective of a 
camera positioned under a piano. The camera then pulls back revealing 
the entire room, only to refocus on Dorothy and Tommy dancing. It is 
during this conversation that the audience learns that some time has 
passed, and Dorothy’s father has gone missing. As the couple dances, 
nearer the bar, we suddenly hear Nick’s voice, and the crowd parts to 
reveal his figure in full, as we see him schooling a group of waiters and 
bartender on the correct tempo with which to shake a martini (and 
various other cocktails).  
 Nick, obviously drunk, does not recognize Dorothy when she 
accosts him, but once he realizes who she is, he is quick to acquiesce 
and accept her request that he help locate her father. Their conversation 
is suddenly interrupted by some commotion at the door, a series of 
shouts, and the scene cuts to a shot of Asta pulling on his leash, trailing 
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Nora behind him. Another swift cut shows us Nora’s perspective of Asta 
pulling her through a parting crowd, then we see her fall down as the dog 
breaks away from her completely, leaving her in a pile of packages with 
wait-staff quickly rushing to her aid. At this point we have yet to see a 
clear shot of Nora’s face, just as Nick was introduced with his back 
towards the audience, both characters initially presented in an eccentric 
fashion that leaves their identities a mystery. 
 Nick, now with Asta in his arms, calmly arrives at Nora’s aid as the 
headwaiter attempts to throw her out, saying “Oh, it's all right, Joe. It's 
all right. It's my dog. And, uh, my wife.” To which Nora retorts, “Well, you 
might have mentioned me first on the billing.” Here the onscreen 
chemistry between Powell and Loy is established, as the ensuing banter 
and ribaldry between Nick and Nora quickly comes into play. Having 
been escorted to a table, Nora enquires as to the number of martinis Nick 
has already had, and then proceeds to order six martinis for herself in 
order to catch up with Nick. Always out to prove that anything Nick can 
do, she can do too, if not even better.  
 The main aspect that makes The Thin Man, and its sequels, such a 
delight to watch is the sparring of Loy and Powell’s characters, both 
outside and within the bedroom. There is no mystery that this couple has 
sex, and in her autobiography, Loy affirms that this dynamic it what 
makes the films so unique: 
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I prefer Gore Vidal’s description of my image, “the eternal 
good-sex woman-wife,” which removes the puritanical 
connotation of perfect. What man would want a perfect wife, 
anyway? What made the Thin Man series work, what made it 
fun, was that we didn’t attempt to hide the fact that sex is 
part of marriage. (91) 
It makes perfect sense, in this context, to examine Nick and Nora as the 
epitomized depiction of a married couple. An image which many other 
couples, within the ‘Thin Man’ films and throughout the development of 
the traditional and screwball romantic comedies, attempt to emulate. 
 At this point in The Thin Man it becomes clear that there are two 
distinct tones at hand, in the generic mix of mystery or hardboiled 
detective story (with a smidgeon of noir-like visual elements) along with 
romantic comedy, as seen through the depiction of Nick and Nora’s 
marriage and the budding relationship between Dorothy and Tommy, 
which splits the style of the film in two. It is easy to remember the antics 
and raucous parties of Nick, Nora, and Asta, and just as easy to forget 
that Nick is supposed to be solving a case. In many ways Van Dyke is 
able to blend the conflicting genres quite seamlessly, bringing a touch of 
comedy to the film’s most dramatic moments, and adding drama to Nick 
and Nora’s playful existence.  
 What becomes unique is the relationship between Nick and Nora. 
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Unlike the antagonism of It Happened One Night and the courtship 
between Ellie and Peter, The Thin Man depicts a more carefree and 
equitable relationship with regard to Nick and Nora’s marriage. One 
could even go so far as to say that Nick and Nora’s relationship is the 
prototypical marriage to which all subsequent romantic comedies aspire. 
Most romantic comedies, particularly screwball films, focus solely on the 
formation of the couple, whether the couple actually gets married, 
remarried, or not, which is immaterial within the greater scheme of the 
genre. What is important is that the ‘right’ couple be formed. With It 
Happened One Night Ellie was never meant to remarry King Westley, she 
is clearly intended to be united with Peter, either in or out of holy 
matrimony, by the film’s conclusion. With The Thin Man the audience is 
able to skip ahead, past the courtship stage, and is presented with the 
idealized ‘screwball’ depiction of marriage via the relationship between 
Nick and Nora. 
 While one would certainly hesitate at calling The Thin Man an 
outright romantic comedy (the film does, after all, feature blended 
genres), the film clearly contains many romantic and comedic elements, 
with the leading couple being prototypical of many screwball comedy 
pairings to come. In this sense, The Thin Man depicts the ‘couple’ as 
being the screwball element, as opposed to any singular character 
embodying screwy elements. While Nick and Nora have eccentric 
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tendencies, neither could be termed as ‘screwball’ characters on their 
own. Certainly, both characters are often ‘screwy’ with drink; after all 
they spend the majority of the film intoxicated or with a cocktail in hand, 
especially Nick (his drunkenness is often undermined in the series’ 
sequels, more on this later), but neither character has a whirl-wind effect 
on the other’s life. Rather the contrary; instead of the romantic comedy 
convention that a character’s life must be turned upside down in order to 
get the girl/guy, the opposite occurs here: the couple is already married, 
and instead has a dramatic effect on those, particularly couples, 
surrounding them. 
 Dorothy and Tommy are surrounded by many dysfunctional 
couples, which makes Nick and Nora’s relationship the one depiction of 
marriage that Dorothy and Tommy should hope to emulate. Dorothy’s 
family, between her parents’ divorce, her father’s affair with his 
secretary, Julia Wolf (Natalie Moorhead), and her mother Mimi’s (Minna 
Gombell) new marriage to her mooch of a second husband, Chris 
Jorgenson (Cesar Romero), offers very little in the way of promoting any 
images of healthy, or stable, relationships, instead providing unattractive 
depictions of marriage that prompt Dorothy to question why she and 
Tommy would even want to get married in the first place. Based upon her 
family’s track record, Dorothy believes that she and Tommy are clearly 
doomed to suffer a similar fate. Between Julia Wolf’s murder, her father’s 
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disappearance, the stress of her swiftly approaching wedding, and her 
family’s erratic behavior, Dorothy is pushed past her breaking point, 
ends her engagement to Tommy, and runs away. The only thing that can 
turn Dorothy’s life around is the intervening and well-meaning force that 
is the screwball presence of Nick and Nora Charles. 
 The party that Nick and Nora host at the end of the film, where 
Nick plans to reveal the what happened to Wynant and expose the real 
murderer, also serves to expose false relationships and reunite the ‘right’ 
couple, Dorothy and Tommy. Upon sending requests to the dinner 
guests, in the form of official police escorts, it is quickly revealed that not 
all relationships are as they first appeared. Tommy arrives worried that 
he cannot find Dorothy, with her disappearing after having broken off 
their engagement. Mimi Wynant Jorgenson and Gilbert Wynant 
(Dorothy’s mother and brother) arrive together, with Mimi indignant at 
being taken away from her plans for the evening. Chris Jorgenson and 
his real wife arrive, much to Mimi’s shock and indignation, revealing that 
Chris was never divorced from his first wife, and hence is not legally 
married to Mimi. Finally, Dorothy arrives, but she is not alone, and is 
clearly intoxicated, arriving with a stranger whom she was in the process 
of running away with. Of course, several other suspects are brought in, 
including Herbert MacCaulay, Wynant’s lawyer.  
 While it is easy to say that the purpose of the dinner party is to 
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expose the real killer, who is none other than Wynant’s lawyer Herbert 
MacCaulay, but in reality the party serves two purposes. Not only is 
MacCaulay arrested for killing Wynant, and having a hand in all the 
other murders committed throughout the course of the film, but all of the 
romantic relationships are either exposed as being false, such as Mimi 
and Chris’s marriage, or set right, with Tommy and Dorothy being 
reunited. The film even concludes with a scene showing Dorothy and 
Tommy honeymooning on a train, accompanied by Nick and Nora. Both 
couples are sharing champagne, with Dorothy finally breaking up the 
party by asking if it is “bed time?” Here, Nick and Nora take the hint and 
retire to their own compartment. Preparing for bed, Nora tells Nick to put 
Asta in her bed for the night, but Nick clearly has other sleeping 
arrangements in mind, as he throws Asta into the top bunk, with the film 
ending with a shot of Asta suggestively covering his eyes with his paws in 
a final act of innuendo hinting at the playful sexual nature of Nick and 
Nora’s relationship (see Figure 2 and Figure 3). 
 If it were not for the meddling influence that Nick and Nora had on 
the lives of those surrounding them, then Dorothy and Tommy would not 
have been reunited by the end of the film. While the film may have neatly 
wrapped up its three parallel storylines, including the mystery of 
Wynant’s disappearance, the solving of the subsequent murders, and 
reuniting Dorothy and Tommy, the film leaves Nick and Nora’s narrative   
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Figure 2: Nick 
(Powell) and Nora 
(Loy) prepare for 
bed. Asta 
(Skippy) gets the 
top bunk in the 
final train scene 
of The Thin Man 
(1934). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Asta 
(Skippy) covers 
his eyes. 
Moments before 
end title of The 
Thin Man (1934). 
 
 
  
 
 
open. The mystery of what may come next for this screwball couple is of 
course addressed in the series of sequels that subsequently followed this 
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film’s release, but the impact Nick and Nora had on the romantic comedy 
genre, as a whole, extends far beyond the ‘Thin Man’ film series, greatly 
impacting the development of the screwball comedy. Nick and Nora, an 
eccentric and modern married couple, show that while one does not have 
to be crazy to survive in a romantic comedy film, being a little nutty and 
very open-minded certainly helps.  
 While neither The Thin Man nor It Happened One Night are by 
definition ‘screwball comedies,’ both films did in fact contain many 
romantic comedy elements that would later be developed into a well-
defined and coherent ‘screwball’ filmic style. Each film is defined by the 
ways in which the directors and screenwriters were able to seamlessly 
blend genres, allowing for It Happened One Night to be a ‘road’ picture 
and romantic comedy, and allowing The Thin Man to be part detective 
story mixed with romance and comedy. Both films, having been released 
in 1934, should be considered the forefathers of the romantic comedy 
genre that prompted a larger cycle of screwball films that were made in 
the latter half of the 1930s and throughout the 1940s. While critical 
acclaim was quickly bestowed upon Capra’s It Happened One Night, 
which swept the main categories at the 1935 Academy Awards, The Thin 
Man received four nominations, not given nearly enough recognition for 
the outstanding performances of Myrna Loy and William Powell for their 
portrayals as Nick and Nora Charles, but the film turned into a 
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successful film series spawning five sequels in a legacy that has greatly 
contributed to romantic comedy films from The Thin Man’s inception 
through today. 
 
The Evolution of Nick and Nora 
 There would be five more ‘Thin Man’ films starring Loy and Powell 
in their standout roles as screwball couple Nick and Nora Charles. For 
the most part, each film follows a similar narrative formula: Nick and 
Nora attempt to live a quiet life when Nick is called upon to investigate a 
mysterious disappearance, murder, or other unsolved case, and Nora all 
too eagerly ropes him into taking the job (whether he wants to or not). 
The pair, or rather family as Asta and Nicky Jr. are often present, 
stumble upon clues that Nick pieces together to unveil the truth behind 
the film’s central mystery, usually unveiling the culprit at a large 
gathering or party by the film’s conclusion. This aspect of the ‘Thin Man’ 
films’ plots speak to the hardboiled detective generic qualities present in 
the films. Thomas Schatz observes that the more ‘hardboiled’ aspects 
deriving from Hammett’s novel were all but cast aside by instead placing 
most of the films’ emphasis on letting “the witty Powell-Loy repartee 
dominate the films” (124). For Schatz, the hardboiled detective films, 
especially those of the 1940s and 1950s, were a blend of traditional 
detective generic characteristics (such as private investigators, twisted 
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plot elements, etc.) and film noir visual stylistics (as seen in the 
abundant use of shadows, jazzy mood music, voice-over narration, etc.), 
which he argues the ‘Thin Man’ films, even the sequels of the 1940s, fail 
to fully embody. It is certainly understandable that Schatz would negate 
the classification of the ‘Thin Man’ films as hardboiled detective films, 
instead focusing on the romantic comedy pairing of Loy and Powell as 
carrying the essence of the films, but this definition ignores the 
overarching genre hybridity present throughout the film series. The 
generic conventions of the hardboiled detective film and romantic comedy 
film are equally important in contributing to the dynamic atmosphere of 
Nick and Nora’s chaotic and often topsy-turvy world.1  
 Picking up right where the events of The Thin Man left off, the 
second film of the series, After the Thin Man, released December 25, 
1936, is actually Loy and Powell’s sixth filmic collaboration. After the 
Thin Man reunited the actors with director W. S. Van Dyke, working 
again from a screenplay by Albert Hackett and Frances Goodrich that 
was based upon a story by Dashiell Hammett. The continuity between 
the first and second film of the ‘Thin Man’ series is seamless. The second 
film opens on New Year’s Eve, and having returned to their home on the 
West Coast, Nick and Nora are invited to dinner with her snooty society 
 
1 Mystery and hard-boiled detective stories as literary genres have a history of featuring 
‘sleuthing couples’ as a trope or genre feature, which can be seen in Agatha Christie’s 
Tommy and Tuppence detective novels after the characters made their debut in the 
1922 novel The Secret Adversary. 
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family. Nora’s aunt Katharine (Jessie Ralph) has a particular distaste for 
Nick, believing that Nora married beneath her social standing, which has 
Nick begging not to go. Upon arriving, their invite is soon revealed to 
have come with an ulterior motive, as Nora’s cousin Selma (Elissa Landi) 
wants Nick’s help in tracking down her missing husband. With Nick 
reluctantly doing some minor detective work, he and Nora soon become 
quickly entangled in a case involving murder, blackmail, a jilted lover 
(James Stewart superbly playing David Graham, the film’s villain), and a 
mystery that even Nick does not piece together: Nora is pregnant. 
 The next two sequels, which again reunited Loy and Powell with 
director W. S. Van Dyke, introduced their son Nicky Jr. as an important 
aspect in Nick and Nora’s life. Another Thin Man, released November 17, 
1939, features Nick and Nora back in New York and traveling to Long 
Island to visit an old family friend, with their infant, Nicky Jr., a nanny, 
and Asta in tow. Nick and Nora soon learn that their host, Colonel Burr 
MacFay (C. Aubrey Smith), has been receiving death threats and would 
like Nick to investigate. The plot thickens after MacFay turns up dead, 
and Nick and Nora are trapped in a house with too many suspects, all of 
whom might have had a motive for killing MacFay (it turns out his 
daughter Lois, played by Virginia Grey, murdered him for her 
inheritance). This film was followed by Shadow of the Thin Man, released 
November 21, 1941, which returns Nick and Nora to San Francisco, 
 30 
where Nick has hopes of spending some leisure time at the racetrack, but 
instead a jockey winds up dead, and Nick is asked to help find out why. 
Here, Nicky Jr. begins to have a larger role in the series and becomes a 
comedic foil for Nick that curtails his penchant for drinking excessively. 
The remaining ‘Thin Man’ films marked the end of an era, as Loy 
and Powell’s numerous collaborations with W. S. Van Dyke were cut 
short after the director’s death in 1943. The last two sequels brought in 
new directors, as The Thin Man Goes Home released January 25, 1941, 
was directed by Richard Thorpe (who also directed Double Wedding), but 
The Song of the Thin Man, released August 28, 1947, was directed by 
Edward Buzzell. Both films act as a departure from the prior depiction of 
Loy and Powell’s dynamic characters, but in rather subtle ways. On the 
surface, Loy and Powell attempt to appear as vivacious as in their 
previous films, but jokes are made suggesting that Nick and Nora have 
become too old, as even the ‘jazz-jive’ lingo in Song of the Thin Man is 
shown to baffle the once hip Charleses. Moreover, Nick and Nora’s 
bonding pastime, sipping cocktails, becomes increasingly frowned upon, 
particularly by Nick’s parents in The Thin Man Goes Home.  
When Nick and Nora go on a trip to Sycamore Springs (Nick’s New 
England hometown) to visit with Nick’s parents, in The Thin Man Goes 
Home, the townsfolk are convinced that the notorious Nick Charles is 
there on a case, no matter how many times he insists that he is not. All 
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too quickly, a young man tries to meet with Nick to ask for his help, but 
he is shot before the two have a chance to speak, which sets Nick on the 
case of trying to figure out what got the man killed. This gets Nick, Nora, 
and Asta wrapped up in a case with sketchy locals, blueprints being 
smuggled out of an aircraft factory to be hidden under landscape 
paintings in an elaborate spy plot, and ends with Nick facing off against 
a childhood friend (who became jealous of Nick’s publicity and success, 
and attempts to create a case that even the ‘Great Nick Charles’ could 
not solve).  
The Song of the Thin Man opens with Nick and Nora on a gambling 
ship, the S. S. Fortune, but when the ship’s bandleader, Tommy Drake 
(Phillip Reed), winds up dead, presumably over owing a local gangster a 
large gambling debt, Nick stumbles upon a signed receipt that claims 
otherwise, prompting him to investigate further. Here, Nora spots the 
clue that helps Nick solve the case: pieces from a matching jewelry set 
change hands during the film’s final party scene. This teamwork helps 
reveal that Tommy had been having an affair with the wife of a prominent 
music agent, she paid off Tommy’s gambling debt with an expensive 
necklace, and her jealous husband shot him. In a surprise twist ending, 
unlike any final reveal of the previous ‘Thin Man’ films, the music agent’s 
wife pulls out a gun and kills him in revenge for her lover’s death. The 
Song of the Thin Man is treated less comically than previous films and 
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becomes one of the darker ‘Thin Man’ films both visually and 
thematically, exhibiting heightened noir-like characteristics. The film 
leaves its leading character’s (and audience) thoroughly exhausted, 
prompting Nick to quip, one final time, that he is, “going to retire,” Nora 
asks if he is “through with crime,” and Nick replies, “No, I am going to 
bed.” The iconic duo checks in on Nicky Jr. and Asta, before presumably 
heading straight to bed. 
Looking at the series of ‘Thin Man’ films collectively, one can see a 
distinctive change in the representation of its characters in relation to 
society’s changing values and reaction to global events that transpired 
during the time these films were produced. The original film, The Thin 
Man, with Nick and Nora acting carefree while drinking copious martinis 
and lavishing each other with playful and expensive ‘Christmas 
presents,’ provided escapist entertainment for audiences suffering during 
the Great Depression, which spanned the decade after the stock market 
crash of 1929. The earlier films in the series, those made between 1934 
to 1939, were more lighthearted and playful, whereas the final three 
films, released between 1941 and 1947, directly react to the outbreak of 
the Second World War on both the European and Pacific fronts, with The 
Song of the Thin Man acting as a darker reflection of the tensions felt in 
post WWII America. As Martha Nochimson observes, “The flattening of 
the Charleses’ energy reflected larger social and political changes in the 
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country during World War II, which was probably less a matter of the 
ability of the PCA to enforce its code, as many think, than it was a matter 
of increased societal demand for war propaganda” (132). This 
propaganda aspect can be most clearly illustrated in the outfits of Nicky 
Jr. (played by Dickie Hall) in Shadow of the Thin Man, where every 
costume the child wears in the film is an homage to the United States 
Armed Forces, including army and navy uniforms. Of course, not 
everything in the later ‘Thin Man’ films is meant to be taken quite so 
seriously, as the films still provide ample one-liners and plenty of laughs 
via Loy and Powell’s witty banter. 
One major source of comedy in the films is derived from Asta (aka. 
Skippy), Nick and Nora’s delightfully disobedient dog. In their essay “Asta 
the Screwball Dog: Hollywood’s Canine Sidekick,” Sara Ross and James 
Castonguay give a detailed account of Asta/Skippy’s unprecedented rise 
to stardom, equivalent to that of Loy’s and Powell’s, as after appearing in 
The Thin Man, Skippy would go on to such notable roles as Mr. Smith in 
The Awful Truth, George in Bringing Up Baby, and routinely reprising his 
role as Asta in several of the ‘Thin Man’ sequels. Within the first two 
‘Thin Man’ films Asta could easily be described as Nick and Nora’s ‘child.’ 
He grounds the Charleses and keeps them from seeming too erratic by 
shouldering the weight of the films’ many eccentric moments, such as 
looking equally dizzy as Nick after his intoxicated merry-go-round scene 
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in Shadow of the Thin Man. But Asta, unlike Nick and Nora, is plagued 
with relationship troubles. In After the Thin Man, Asta returns home and 
discovers that ‘Mrs. Asta’ (another wire-haired fox terrier) has been 
having an ‘affair’ with the Scottie next door… Apparently, not all 
relationships can live up to that of The Thin Man’s Nick and Nora. 
An aspect of the ‘Thin Man’ sequels that stands out is the 
Charleses’ ability to have a family and maintain their image as a happily 
married screwball couple, a characteristic that is rarely seen in romantic 
comedy genre films. There are exceptions, such as the 1939 romantic 
comedy Bachelor Mother (remade in 1956 as Bundle of Joy), where Polly 
Parish (Ginger Rogers) is mistaken for the mother of an orphaned baby, 
and forced to keep the baby via an antagonistic relationship with David 
Merlin (David Niven), the two single characters ultimately bonding over 
the child, which unites them as a couple by the film’s conclusion. What 
Nicky Jr., and Asta, give Nick and Nora is not so much a domesticating 
quality, as one might assume, but rather allows them the chance to live 
life to its fullest, while maintaining, and giving them an outlet for, the 
playful nature of their relationship. Powell’s character is able to engage 
in childish play with Nick Jr., and Loy’s character is able to delight in all 
their joint antics.  
Over the course of the ‘Thin Man’ films we see Nick and Nora 
evolve as a couple, becoming one that is capable of maintaining their 
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dynamic relationship regardless of what life throws at them. Between 
Asta, Nicky Jr., and the numerous mysteries lurking just around the 
corner, Nick and Nora’s marriage is a whirlwind of comedic mishaps, 
shocking one-liners, and an exceptionally fun lifestyle. Nick and Nora’s 
partnership is delightfully presented onscreen via Myrna Loy and William 
Powell’s iconic performances as the screwball couple that not only 
contributed greatly to the development and growth of traditional 
romantic comedy couples, but forever altered the landscape concerning 
depictions of marriage on film.
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CHAPTER TWO: LOY & POWELL’S ROMANTIC COMEDIES 
 
“screwy, adj. 1. Slightly ‘screwed’ or tipsy… 5. slang (orig. 
U.S.). Mad, crazy; eccentric; foolish; ridiculous.” (OED) 
 
“screwball, n. and adj. 2. a. An eccentric; a madman, a ‘nut-
case’; a fool… b. spec. Used, chiefly attrib. or as adj. (esp. as 
screwball comedy) of a kind of fast-moving, irreverent 
comedy film produced in the U.S. in the 1930s, of which 
eccentric characters were the chief feature, or of persons, 
etc., connected with such films.” (OED) 
 
 Of the fourteen films in which Myrna Loy and William Powell 
appeared between 1934-1947, eleven contain screwball romantic comedy 
elements, with four of these films being defined as traditional romantic 
comedies. Libeled Lady (1936), Double Wedding (1937), I Love You Again 
(1940), and Love Crazy (1941) feature Loy and Powell in zany romantic 
scenarios as couples in various states of courtship and marriage. Unlike 
the stability, comradery, and equality of Powell and Loy’s representation 
of Nick and Nora Charles, as depicted within the six Thin Man films, 
these four romantic comedies pit their characters against each other in 
comedic battles of the sexes. 
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 One distinctive quality of these four films is their capacity to turn 
William Powell’s characters into ‘screwball’ figures, as opposed to the 
female lead who was often the source of most eccentric and oddball 
behavior favored in romantic comedy films produced during the 1930s 
and 1940s. The term ‘screwball’ is engendered with both masculine and 
feminine connotations depending upon the context of the word. 
Historically, ‘screwball’ was used in cricket and baseball to describe a 
spin used on a pitch, which was in common use by the mid-1800s, 
whereas the term ‘screwy,’ meaning ‘drunk,’ dates back to around 1820 
(OED). Both terms, in their earliest inceptions, have inherently masculine 
overtones.  
 It would not be until the mid-1930s with the rise of a particular 
sub-genre of Hollywood romantic comedy films that the term ‘screwball’ 
would be used to describe erratic human behavior, more often than not 
indicative of the zany heroines of said Hollywood films (OED). Actresses 
such as Carole Lombard and Katharine Hepburn starred in roles that 
would become iconic representations of what it means to be a ‘screwball’ 
figure. Carole Lombard as Irene Bullock in My Man Godfrey (1936), or 
Katharine Hepburn as Susan Vance in Bringing Up Baby (1938) are the 
epitome of the classic screwball heroines. So much so that the term 
‘screwball’ captures the essence of the comedic performances these 
actresses gave throughout their careers, lending a rather specific and 
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feminized connotation to the word.  
 However, the assumptions surrounding the limited gender-specific, 
or feminine, connotations of the terms ‘screwy’ and ‘screwball’ by no 
means limit the term’s application. Rather these words can be applied 
without reliance upon gender specific meanings, which allows for a 
broader application of the concept of ‘screwball comedy’ amidst the 
romantic comedy films produced in the 1930s, 1940s, and beyond. As 
such, it is of no surprise that the male characters of classic Hollywood 
romantic comedies are often just as screwy as their female counterparts. 
 With their portrayal of Nick and Nora Charles, William Powell and 
Myrna Loy created an onscreen chemistry that playfully became the 
idealized depiction of married life in The Thin Man and its subsequent 
filmic sequels. This screwballish depiction of marriage is reiterated, but 
with rather drastic changes, in the marital romantic comedies I Love You 
Again and Love Crazy, whereas the comedies Libeled Lady and Double 
Wedding center on the comedic courtship drama of each film’s 
protagonists. Within these two distinctive cycles of romantic comedy 
films one can see the reiteration of distinctive tropes that owe much to 
groundbreaking films that preceded them (e.g. The Thin Man and It 
Happened One Night, etc.). With Libeled Lady and Double Wedding, the 
films’ plots revolve around the antagonistic antics that spur the 
formation of each film’s central couple. Furthermore, both Libeled Lady 
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and Double Wedding feature problematic endings that suggest that there 
is more to relationships than merely the legality of marriage. In this 
sense, one can see that many of the romantic comedies of the mid-1930s 
(think 1936-38) eschew traditional thought and values by radicalizing 
courtship, leaving issues of marriage unresolved. 
 These romantic comedies are in sharp contrast to the later films 
featuring Loy and Powell, as I Love You Again and Love Crazy are 
romantic comedies with screwball twists that center on the struggle of a 
legally married couple. Here, Loy’s character, in both I Love You Again 
and Love Crazy, wants a divorce, and Powell’s characters do everything 
in their power to prevent that from happening and ultimately woo his 
wife back. These two films, released in the early 1940s, highlight a 
transition within the romantic comedy to center plots on the struggles of 
married couples, finding a form of unconventional courtship and 
irreverent comedy in films about divorce and remarriage. This is not to 
say that there are not earlier examples of such films (The Awful Truth, 
1937, comes to mind), but rather that Loy and Powell’s films became 
unique in the way in which their later films made intertextual reference 
to and found comedy in making light of their respective filmic careers.  
 This trend towards ‘in-jokes’ or references to an actor’s previous 
work can be found in many comedy films of this period (look for instance 
at the constant jabs and cameos that Bob Hope and Bing Crosby made 
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throughout their pictures – both within and outside their collaboration in 
the ‘Road’ pictures), but is frequently found within romantic comedy 
films. Take for instance the scene in Howard Hawks’ 1938 film Bringing 
Up Baby where Susan (Katharine Hepburn) and David (Cary Grant) are 
thrown in jail, and Susan talks her way out. This scene, for me, is a 
quintessential screwball moment that features fast-paced and zany 
dialogue with characters’ talking over each other, role-playing, and witty 
references to other cinematic and contemporary cultural works. When 
David is asked who his accomplices were in a bank job he responds, 
“Mickey the Mouse and Donald the Duck,” further flustering the already 
confused constable. As the scene progresses, Susan pretends to be a 
gangster’s moll, calling herself “Swinging Door Susie,” and informing the 
constable that she and “Jerry” are part of ‘The Leopard Gang.” The 
constable is unsurprisingly perplexed, “Jerry! Jerry? Ain’t his name 
Bone?” To which Susan replies, “Bone? Nah… Ya mean to say ya don’t 
remember ‘Jerry the Nipper’?” David quickly interjects, “Constable, she’s 
making this all up out of motion pictures she’s seen.” Which is in fact 
very true, as the “Jerry” Susan refers to is Cary Grant’s character in The 
Awful Truth, released in theaters the year before Bringing Up Baby hit the 
silver screen in 1938. 
It is hard to discern to what extent audiences during the period in 
which these films were released (in addition to viewers today) would be 
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able to ‘get’ these jokes. This type of humor is dependent upon viewers 
having seen The Awful Truth and retained details of the film and its 
characters in order to fully appreciate the humor depicted within this 
scene of Bringing Up Baby. Of course, such humor is hardly exclusive to 
Bringing Up Baby, and can be found in a wide range of romantic 
comedies, including films such as It Happened One Night (1934) and His 
Girl Friday (1940), among many others, but rather represents a relatively 
unexplored intertextual aspect of many romantic comedy films and takes 
on expanded significance when analyzing the collective films of Myrna 
Loy and William Powell. The subsequent sections of this chapter will 
focus on individual analyses of what makes each of Loy and Powell’s two 
‘unmarried couple’ romantic comedies unique, at times referential, and 
inherently screwball. 
 
 
Bill & Connie & Warren & Gladys… aka Libeled Lady 
 Libeled Lady, released October 9, 1936, was the first romantic 
comedy film in which Loy and Powell appeared after they appeared in 
three films that were released in 1934 and The Great Ziegfeld (released 
March 22, 1936). While the Libeled Lady features an ensemble cast 
consisting of Jean Harlow as Gladys Benton, William Powell as Bill 
Chandler, Myrna Loy as Connie Allenbury, and Spencer Tracy as Warren 
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Haggerty, unsurprisingly the stand-out performances are those of Loy 
and Powell and their depiction of the budding romance between 
characters Connie and Bill. The film, undoubtedly, features the most 
conventional romantic comedy plot of any of Loy and Powell’s films. 
Libeled Lady centers on the story of Connie Allenbury, who, along with 
her father (played by Walter Connelly in a similar father role to that of It 
Happened One Night), is suing the New York Evening Star newspaper for 
five million dollars in a libel suit after an un-factual article headlined an 
early edition of the paper, tarnishing Connie’s name. The ensuing tangle 
of relationships, prompted by Warren Haggerty’s hiring of Bill Chandler 
to seduce Connie and attempt to prove the newspapers allegations true, 
results in a series of madcap scenarios that ultimately leave all the 
leading characters romantically and legally befuddled.  
 In his chapter titled “Powell and Loy” James Harvey argues that 
Libeled Lady is “the most delightful comedy of all the Powell-and-Loy 
films” (167). Harvey goes on the cite the hybridity of the film, the blend of 
‘newspaper comedy’ with ‘marital-mixup comedies,’ as what “marks 
Libeled Lady as a somewhat transitional film. Like all the great screwball 
romances, it seems to come out of both the tough and the sophisticated 
modes of earlier film comedy” (164, 174). Specifically, Harvey highlights 
the representation of the different classes within Libeled Lady, via the 
composition of the films two central couples, seen through the 
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juxtaposition of Warren and Gladys (crass working-class characters) 
versus Connie and Bill (eloquent upper-class characters). Surprisingly, 
Harvey negates there being any relationship between Libeled Lady and 
The Thin Man, stating that Libeled Lady, “doesn’t manage–oddly, in a 
way–is to owe anything at all to The Thin Man” (174). Here, Harvey attests 
that Loy and Powell’s characters in no way resemble Nick and Nora, with 
which I would agree, but wish to further point out that the two films do 
share commonalities on structural and thematic levels. 
 Both The Thin Man and Libeled Lady, structurally or narratively, 
revolve around the relationships of two couples. With The Thin Man there 
is the marriage between Nick and Nora, and then their interactions with 
the budding relationship between Dorothy and Tommy. Overtly one may 
classify The Thin Man as a detective-mystery film, but the romantic 
comedy elements that run throughout the film in addition to the plot’s 
central mystery influenced many subsequent romantic comedy films. 
This division of couples is mirrored in Libeled Lady through the 
relationships of Bill/Connie and Warren/Gladys. By the end of Libeled 
Lady, as at the end of The Thin Man, Loy and Powell’s characters, Bill 
and Connie, attempt to reunite the fractured couple, Warren and Gladys, 
and in the process affirm their commitment to one another. In this sense, 
the structure of Libeled Lady and the duality of the couples represented, 
which results in an interesting juxtaposition of the classes, is heavily 
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indebted to the structure of The Thin Man. 
 Thematically, in terms of the romantic comedy genre, there are 
many parallels that can be made between The Thin Man and Libeled 
Lady, but the comedic antics are drastically exaggerated in Libeled Lady, 
allowing for the film to be rightfully categorized as a screwball comedy. 
This contrasts well with The Thin Man, which although containing 
‘screwball’ elements, features a hybrid genre. Both films focus on issues 
surrounding marriage, of maintaining one’s image in both public and 
private spheres, the use of deception to solve relationship problems, and 
the need for couples to be playful and child-like in order to build stronger 
romantic connections. This is by no means a definitive list of the 
thematic similarities between Libeled Lady and The Thin Man, as I am 
sure one could come up with a variety of connections between these two 
films, but merely serves as a basis of comparison while delving into a 
deeper analysis of Libeled Lady. 
 From the film’s outset, Libeled Lady illustrates the importance of 
the relationships among the main characters by introducing each 
character to the audience via deftly crafted first impressions that express 
volumes about the personalities of each character. After the film’s 
opening sequence, with the newspaper’s headline debacle, the film cuts 
to a scene of Warren Haggerty (Tracy) reluctantly preparing for his 
wedding day. When a young employee of the paper rushes in with word 
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of the Star’s mistake and impending libel suit, Warren is all too eager to 
return to work, so much so that he begins to rush out of his apartment 
without wearing any trousers. The next leading character that is 
introduced is Gladys (Harlow), Warren’s disgruntled fiancée, who storms 
into his office in a billowing gown and veil, whose fury at Warren and 
adamant desire to get married, by any means necessary “today,” are all 
too clearly at odds with Warren’s torn loyalties between the job that he 
loves and the woman he claims to love. 
 Warren and Gladys’ row is only interrupted when his boss storms 
into his office, commenting, “Do I own a paper or a lunatic asylum?” A 
rather spot-on observation for the madcap qualities of the romantic 
comedy genre, the question of lunacy being a recurrent theme across 
many such films (and which plays a particularly important role in Loy 
and Powell’s film Love Crazy). After Gladys storms out of the office, just 
as dramatically as she entered, Warren and his boss make a long-
distance phone call to Mr. Allenbury, Connie Allenbury’s father, in 
London, as an attempt to appease the untenable situation and avoid the 
impending libel suit. It is here that the film introduces Loy’s character, 
Connie, in a rather amusing, albeit obscured, manner. Connie is shown 
with her back to the camera, sitting upon her father’s desk and playfully 
bouncing a ball on her tennis racket. Her first line is partially muffled, as 
she reminds her father to mention that they are suing for “five million” in 
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damages for the article that was printed in the paper, while pulling off 
her sweater. The camera lingers on her image, which fills the frame, as 
her face is finally revealed to the camera. Connie’s introduction to the 
film is rather subtle, in comparison to the other characters whose 
personalities are more overtly depicted, as much of Connie’s character 
truly remains a mystery. This ties into a key theme found throughout the 
film, that images can be deceiving, and that the parts that one plays may 
not be a truthful representation of one’s identity. 
 One final main character poses an equal mystery, as Warren goes 
on a desperate search to locate Bill Chandler (Powell), an ex-employee of 
the Star, who had managed to get the paper out of a number of lawsuits 
in the past, through a shady combination of research, reporting, and 
trickery that invalidated any libel claims. After a stressful night for 
Warren, and a rather amusing montage of rumors about Bill’s 
whereabouts, Warren finally learns that Bill has been staying in New 
York at the Plaza Hotel. It is there that Bill is first seen reading a letter 
informing him of the hefty bill that he has accumulated whilst staying at 
the hotel (the audience is privy to the contents of said letter via a well-
executed point of view shot). Through the subsequent exchange between 
Warren and Bill, Powell’s character is easily identifiable as a smooth-
talking con man, who deftly haggles Warren for an unprecedented raise 
in agreeing to return to his job at the paper and take on the Allenbury 
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case. Bill is clearly the type who always has the upper-hand, and whose 
street-smarts as well as intellect, have always managed to get him ahead. 
 Libeled Lady swiftly shifts to creating complications for the ‘right’ 
union of the film’s two central couples. By this point it becomes clear 
that Warren and Gladys are meant to end up together, and by some 
strange twist of fate so too are Connie and Bill predestined to form a 
romantic couple by the film’s conclusion. There is just one slight hitch, 
in that Warren devises a plan in which Bill gets married, in name only, to 
Gladys, so that Bill can seduce Connie and she can then be exposed as 
the spouse-stealing seductress the paper falsely accused her of being in 
the first place. 
 Libeled Lady establishes itself as an intricate study of the 
archetypes of classic romantic comedy characters. Warren is a typically 
reluctant groom who is completely career obsessed, to the point that his 
relationship with Gladys, although passionate on her end, is depicted as 
being very romantically disconnected on his part. Unless Gladys (or Bill) 
have any news about the Allenbury situation, as far as the libel case is 
concerned, or with regard to the fate of his beloved newspaper, then 
Warren is otherwise uninterested in anything they have to say. Gladys 
too is a variation on a classic filmic archetype, the ‘fallen woman’ her 
marriage to and divorce from “Joe Simpson” becomes a major point of 
conflict within the film, particularly regarding the legality of her divorce.  
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 Initially, Bill and Connie are depicted as being very different and 
incompatible characters, but as the film’s central couple, both characters 
experience the most development and personal growth over the course of 
the film, so that they can be united by the film’s conclusion as a well-
matched couple. The scene in which Bill and Connie first ‘meet,’ is rather 
comical in that Bill arranges to have a staged dock scene with a group of 
rowdy reporters hounding Connie for information and snapping invasive 
photos. Here the film comically employs a ‘meet cute’ by directly drawing 
attention to the romantic comedy convention by having the scene staged 
by one of the characters, so that Bill can swoop in at the most opportune 
moment and ‘rescue’ Connie.  
 During these initial scenes, from the moment we first meet Powell’s 
character to his interactions with Connie aboard a ship sailing from 
London to New York, the audience is presented with his versatile comedic 
acting, shifting from rapid-fire repartee with deftly delivered one-liners, to 
overacted bravado, as Powell and Harlow’s characters put on a show of 
being an abruptly separated newlywed couple, and even his subtle 
physical comedy of also sitting on a desk like a child (just as Connie/Loy 
sits on her father’s desk) or punching a reporter. Each of these moments 
aids in defining the character and fleshing out the nuances of Bill 
Chandler’s persona. 
 Connie, on the other hand, remains a mystery throughout a larger 
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portion of the film. Loy’s character is shown as being constantly at odds 
with her image and what she says and does, versus how she really feels. 
The film offers varying depictions of Connie that in no way sum up the 
character’s identity. Connie is first depicted as childlike and carefree, 
sitting upon her father’s desk and playing with her tennis racket, then 
she is portrayed as a damsel in distress when hounded by reporters, and 
she snobbishly ignores Bill when he is having drinks with her father. 
Each scene highlights Connie in a different, and not necessarily 
flattering, light, so much so that her character’s identity is certainly the 
least developed during the earlier portions of the film, without a definable 
character archetype. It is only during a fishing scene and night spent at 
the lake, during which Connie’s character emotionally opens up to Bill, 
that her identity is brought into focus.  
 Upon buying into Bill’s con that he is an expert “angler,” Connie’s 
father invites Bill for a weekend of fishing at their cabin. There is just one 
tiny problem. Bill has never fished before in his life. After an amusing 
breakfast scene, where Gladys comments that she and Bill certainly look 
married, even “a little too married,” as Bill reads a paper and ignores her 
from across the table, Bill receives his first instruction in fly fishing. Here 
he manages to completely upend Gladys’ apartment, knocking over 
lamps, and even managing to cast his hook into the “jutting bolder,” aka 
Gladys’ derriere. Ill prepared, but sufficiently outfitted with new fishing 
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togs, Bill appears at the Allenburys’ and his mere presence immediately 
irritates Connie.  
 The antagonism that has been built up between these two 
characters reaches a breakthrough with this fishing scene. Until this 
point in the film, Connie has outright ignored, chastised, evaded, and 
been cold towards Bill, pretending to forget his name, calling him “Mr. 
Charmers,” etc., which has completely foiled Bill and Warren’s plans of 
having Bill seduce her. In this sense, Connie, although one of the leading 
female protagonists of the film, could hardly be called a typical 
‘screwball’ heroine; quite the contrary, she comes across as down-to-
earth and reserved. It is only upon going to the country and spending 
time outdoors in what might be called a ‘green world’ that she and Bill 
begin to bond for the first time. The structure of the ‘green world,’ a 
notion derived from Shakespearean comedies, was extensively explored 
by Northrop Frye, and is succinctly summarized by Kathrina Glitre, in 
her introduction to Hollywood Romantic Comedy: “For Frye, the green 
world represents a structural principle of Shakespearean comedy, and 
involves a movement from the tyranny of the everyday social world, to a 
magical natural realm (usually a forest) in which festive play renews 
society” (13). Some Shakespearean comedies in which one can directly 
see this structural green world include A Midsummer Night’s Dream and 
As You Like It, where a direct correlation or appropriation can be seen in 
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similar structural movements exhibited in classical Hollywood romantic 
comedy films. These structural connections were first explored by 
Stanley Cavell, in his book Pursuits of Happiness, influencing many 
subsequent scholarly approaches, such as that of Kathrina Glitre, whose 
work expanded upon many of the same classical Hollywood romantic 
comedy films, but from a feminist academic perspective that offered new 
interpretations of the genre’s key conventions. 
 All of Loy and Powell’s romantic comedy films feature some form of 
‘green world’ or a structural shift that moves the characters out of their 
traditional environment and into an unexplored territory. It is within this 
‘outside’ space (one can argue that cabins or other secondary residences 
could constitute a ‘green world’) that the romantic comedy protagonists 
not only find common ground, while engaging in childlike play or 
bonding activates, but also where the characters’ experience personal 
growth upon the transition back to society. It is this bonding and 
emotional awareness that allows for the union of the romantic comedy 
couple by the film’s conclusion. 
 It becomes most apparent during the fishing scene in Libeled Lady, 
after the main characters have changed locations and left the city behind 
for the country, that Powell’s character is the one truly ‘screwball’ 
element within the film. He is the disruptive influence that changes the 
lives of those around him, but he is certainly not impervious to the green 
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world, and becomes quite changed by his time spent in the country. Bill 
is spontaneous, able to think quickly on his feet, and clearly capable of 
leading a double life, slipping easily in and out of his roles and 
relationships with other characters. He is also the most physically 
comedic character within Libeled Lady, further enhancing his screwball 
persona. 
 Upon choosing to walk a little further upstream from where Connie 
and her father are fishing, so that he can secretly read his “Beginner’s 
Guide” to fishing, Powell exhibits a remarkable flare for pratfall and 
slapstick humor. Wading out into the shallows if the stream, while 
reading his instructional book, Bill is oblivious to the changes in the 
riverbed and steps into a deeper spot that causes him to tumble into the 
water. Flailing around, until finally regaining his footing, Bill appears 
flustered, and perches upon a log in the middle of the stream. Suddenly, 
he realizes that he has lost his book: a shot shows it floating 
downstream, back towards where Connie is fishing, and Bill dives into 
the water after it. Half swimming, and half falling, as his gear weighs him 
down, Bill gives chase. Eventually, Bill grabs the book and flings it into 
the trees. Now, thoroughly drenched, Bill resumes his spot on the log, 
only to have a giant trout get caught on his line and pull him back into 
the water. This scene is the comedic high point of the film, which not 
only exhibits Powell’s talent for slapstick, but also becomes the key 
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starting point during which Bill and Connie bond. 
 Seeing Bill being dragged downstream by the gigantic fish on his 
line, Connie rushes to his aid with a net, and the two characters’ work 
together to catch the fish. There is a childlike charm about this scene, as 
Loy’s and Powell’s characters splash in the water, intent upon the same 
goal, and bonding in the process. Until this moment, Connie has been 
skeptical of Bill, and does not trust his intentions, but seeing him 
(however accidentally) land a prize catch becomes a turning point for her 
character. Later that same evening, after dining on the fish they caught, 
Connie suggests that she and Bill go for a moonlight swim. It is on her 
elaborately decorated raft, floating in the middle of the lake, that Loy’s 
character emotionally opens up to Bill. Connie admits that she 
“misjudged” Bill, and that he is unlike “the other” men who have pursued 
her to gain access to her wealth or from other ulterior motives. In this 
moment of vulnerability, Bill too realizes that he has misjudged Connie, 
she is not the “spoiled brat” nor “international playgirl” that other 
characters (such as her father and Warren) have led him to believe. Here, 
Bill falls in love with Connie, upon glimpsing her true identity, and 
realizing that they have more in common than one might think. 
Moreover, Bill completely changes his mind and decides to ruin Warren’s 
plan, while now attempting to have a real relationship with Connie.  
 Returning from the green world, the film jumps ahead in time 
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transitioning towards a swift conclusion. Bill evades Warren, Gladys 
becomes mad at both men for lying to her, and Connie learns the truth 
about Bill. However, in one screwball twist, Connie proposes to Bill and 
he says yes. At this point a viewer might be wondering how they could go 
through with the marriage when Bill is still legally married to Gladys, it 
turns out that Bill does not believe that his marriage to Gladys is valid. 
In doing some fact checking Bill has discovered that all “Yucatan” 
divorces are considered invalid, so that Gladys is still legally married to 
Joe Simpson, leaving Bill free to marry Connie. The hilarity of the final 
scene continues with Gladys revealing that she knew that her first 
divorce was not legal, and that she got a second – legal – divorce in Reno. 
Hence, Bill and Connie cannot be legally married, and even though she 
has dropped the libel suit against the paper, she is in fact stealing 
somebody else’s husband. With all of their relationships winding up in a 
tangled mess, Bill and Connie become united as a romantically involved 
couple and Warren and Gladys are reunited, even openly expressing their 
love for one another, as the film suggests that there is more to love and 
relationships than the mere legality of marriage (see Figure 4). 
 In this sense, Libeled Lady offers a radical stance on relationships, 
which ends up questioning the necessity of being legally bound in 
matrimony. If the characters are happy and secure in their love for their 
respective significant others, then why should the legal contract between 
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Bill and Gladys get in the way of their happiness? Libeled Lady 
ultimately ends up becoming an interesting example of social 
commentary that questions and lampoons the entire issue of marriage. 
 
Figure 4: One big mess at the end of Libeled Lady (1936). From left to right: 
William Powell, Myrna Loy, Walter Connolly, Jean Harlow, and Spencer Tracy. 
This same issue is addressed at the conclusion of Loy and Powell’s 
second romantic comedy film, Double Wedding, and is in stark contrast 
to the married roles of their characters in the rest of their films. It is 
interesting to contrast Nick and Nora, of the ‘Thin Man’ films, who Loy 
describes as having “virtually introduced modern marriage to the 
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screen,” with Bill and Connie, characters who are not legally married, 
where a problematic ending leaves the issue pointedly unresolved, as one 
cannot help but take delight in the absurdity of their situation 
(Kotsilibas-David & Loy 91). Here, Libeled Lady finds its success not with 
any traditional depiction of marriage, nor a modern one, as with Nick 
and Nora, but rather amuses us in turning social mores on their head, 
showcasing Loy and Powell’s comedic talents. 
 Riding on the success of Libeled Lady, MGM remade the film in 
1946 as a flashy technicolor romantic-comedy-musical, titled Easy to 
Wed and featuring Esther Williams, Van Johnson, Keenan Wynn, and 
Lucille Ball in the roles of Connie, Bill, Warren, and Gladys, respectively. 
While remaining faithful to the original script, with the exception of the 
additional musical numbers and minor location and scene changes, such 
as substituting duck hunting for Libeled Lady’s fly fishing scene, Easy to 
Wed does not have quite the same charm as Libeled Lady. The remake 
downplayed or removed much of the innuendo and risqué qualities of the 
original film. Although remaining funny and irreverent, particularly with 
Ball’s performance as Gladys, Easy to Wed pales in comparison to its 
source film, but becomes, in a roundabout way, a testament to the 
enduring legacy and sheer success of Loy and Powell’s collaborative 
romantic comedy pairings due to the swiftness with which the studio 
chose to remake Libeled Lady. 
 57 
It should be of no surprise that Libeled Lady was nominated for an 
Academy Award for Best Picture of 1936, as the film was a tremendous 
success, only losing the award to The Great Ziegfeld, another Loy and 
Powell collaboration released that year. William Powell had appeared in 
three films that year which received Academy Award nominations, 
including Libeled Lady (for Best Picture), The Great Ziegfeld (which won 
Best Picture, Best Actress for Luise Rainer, and Best Dance Direction, 
and received nominations for Best Direction, Writing, Art Direction, and 
Film Editing), and My Man Godfrey (nominated for six awards, including 
Best Actor for William Powell, Best Actress, Best Supporting Actor, Best 
Supporting Actress, Best Direction, and Best Screenplay, but ultimately 
winning no awards) (Osborne 47). It is hard to pinpoint any one aspect of 
the film as being a specific reason for what made Libeled Lady work well 
as a prime example of a screwball romantic comedy film. All in all, Jack 
Conway’s directing, the witty script, the ensemble cast, and especially 
Loy and Powell’s performances, which, when combined, make for a 
delightfully madcap film that is a sheer pleasure to watch.  
 
To have, or not to have… a Double Wedding? 
 Following the success of their three 1936 films, Loy and Powell 
were paired together in a second traditional romantic comedy, Double 
Wedding, which was released in theater on October 15, 1937, and was 
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directed by Richard Thorpe (whom the duo would work with again in the 
1945 ‘Thin Man’ sequel The Thin Man Goes Home). This romantic 
comedy, like Libeled Lady, centers on the entangled relationships of the 
film’s protagonists, but what becomes unique about Double Wedding is 
the films farcical nature and habitual dose of intertextuality or in-jokes 
referencing Loy’s and Powell’s previous works.  
 On the surface, the narrative of Double Wedding appears straight-
forward and is reminiscent of the dual couple storylines found within The 
Thin Man and Libeled Lady. But what quickly becomes apparent about 
this film is its tendency to exaggerate or reinterpret key romantic comedy 
and screwball elements that results in a more radical ending than the 
film’s title would lead one to believe. Small spoiler: there is no ‘double 
wedding.’ The film builds up to the potential for one to two weddings, and 
some of the characters are engaged for portions of the film, but the legal 
institution of marriage is not entered into by any of the main characters. 
 The film opens with Charlie Lodge (Powell), in his small trailer, 
reading from his screenplay and explaining his intended direction to 
Irene (Florence Rice) and Waldo (John Beal), as this young engaged 
couple aspires to be actors in Charlie’s film. Realizing that they have 
been out of their house all night, Waldo and Irene insist that they leave 
at one, or else they will incur the wrath of Irene’s sister, Margit (Loy). 
Charlie, an artist and self-proclaimed ‘bohemian,’ is annoyed that Irene 
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and Waldo would allow her older sister to dictate what they can and 
cannot do, but as Irene points out, “You don’t know Margit.” This initial 
exchange primes and foreshadows the ensuing relationship that will be 
developed between Charlie and Margit, characters who could not be more 
dissimilar and yet destined to be united by Double Wedding’s conclusion. 
 Loy’s character Margit, we quickly learn, is quite unlike any of the 
other characters that she played in the films that she made with Powell. 
For one thing, Margit is a dedicated business woman who takes her job 
just as seriously as she believes it is her duty to plan and micromanage 
her and her sister’s lives. Margit leaves specific orders for how she wants 
the garden to be tended (much to the frustration of the gardener), what 
the household’s breakfast menu will be (right down to how long to time 
their eggs), etc., clearly keeping everything in her life in order, and even 
personally making all the arrangements and decisions for Irene and 
Waldo’s wedding. One can easily envision Margit as a modern 
interpretation of Katherina from William Shakespeare’s The Taming of the 
Shrew. Additionally, key plot elements within Double Wedding loosely 
mirror Shakespeare’s play, as seen through the differing depiction of the 
two sisters and their respective suitors, and the absurdly antagonistic 
nature of the courtship between Margit and Charlie.  
 In one early scene, Margit, trying to locate Irene and Waldo, has an 
amusing exchange with her butler about their whereabouts. Her butler, 
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Theo (played by Sidney Toler, who would go on the become most well-
known for playing the role of detective Charlie Chan in a series of films), 
produces a notebook and announces that he has been tracking their 
unusual behavior. Margit is understandably surprised and inquires as to 
why Theo has been doing such a thing. It is here that the film gives a 
subtle homage to Loy and Powell’s first filmic appearance, Manhattan 
Melodrama, by having Theo explain that he was one of the first “G-Men” 
(“before they thought of it in Washington”) and that he, personally, 
almost “had Dillinger served up” four times, but missed catching him 
because he could not get the commissioner on the phone. This becomes 
a surprising, and morbidly comical, in-joke referencing the notorious 
real-life gangster, John Dillinger, who was gunned down outside the 
Biograph Theater, having left a presentation of Manhattan Melodrama, 
which supposedly drew him out of hiding on account of Myrna Loy being 
his favorite actress. Given the amount of press coverage surrounding 
Dillinger’s death in 1934, there may have been a considerable number of 
moviegoers, seeing Double Wedding in 1937, who would have understood 
the significance of this exchange between Loy’s character Margit, and 
Theo.  
 The use of referential comedy, a defining characteristic of Loy and 
Powell’s comedic style, continues in the ensuing restaurant scene, where, 
following Theo’s detailed directions, Margit tracks down Irene and Waldo 
 61 
to “Spike’s Place.” Upon entering the establishment, Margit stumbles in 
upon Irene embraced in the arms of a stranger (Powell). Charlie had been 
attempting to instruct Waldo on the correct way to act in a ‘love scene,’ 
but Margit, of course, does not know this, nor does she know about Irene 
and Waldo’s acting aspirations.2 The scene becomes antagonistic rather 
quickly, as Margit and Charlie meet for the first time, exchanging some of 
the most comically referential dialogue of any of Loy and Powell’s films. 
At one point, Charlie, in attempting to explain his film and collaboration 
with Irene and Waldo, suggests that Margit could be cast in a part, as 
“Lady Vere der Vere, Irene’s snooty sister, who is secretly a terrific 
drunk” (Loy gives a sly sidelong glance in Powell’s direction at the joke). 
This can clearly be taken as a reference to Loy’s playing Nora Charles in 
the ‘Thin Man’ films, as a great deal of the comedy within the series 
revolves around Nick and Nora’s drunken escapades, and raucous 
parties.  
Margit, becoming increasingly irritated with Charlie, refers to him 
as a “conceited vagrant,” but then backtracks attempting to make him 
see reason (and not entangling Irene and Waldo in his foolish movie) by 
appealing to him as “a gentleman.” Here, Charlie responds, “You’ve got 
me confused with somebody else, I’m a vagrant,” the dialogue being 
 
2 The ‘love scene’ here is perhaps a parody of early Mack Sennett short films, such as 
the 1932 two-reeler Dream House, starring a young Bing Crosby, in which Crosby’s 
character attempts to win over his love interest by wooing her as his “little desert 
flower,” a line which is repetitiously used verbatim in Double Wedding for comic effect. 
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humorous on multiple levels. Indirectly, referring to Powell’s character as 
a ‘vagrant’ creates a subtle reference to Powell’s starring role in My Man 
Godfrey, as Godfrey “Smith” Parke, a “forgotten man” who is used in an 
elaborate scavenger hunt, and becomes a butler for a well-to-do family, 
only Godfrey is actually rich and not a homeless vagrant (Powell was 
nominated for an Academy Award for Best Actor for this role and the film 
received a total of six Oscar nominations, but won none). This exchange 
also becomes an amusing piece of commentary that points out the 
differences between actors’ theatrical images as Hollywood stars, and the 
roles they play, versus their being real people, via the line about 
confusing Charlie with “somebody else.” This type of referential in-joking 
can be seen incorporated into many other romantic comedy films, such 
as my earlier example in Bringing Up Baby, but in the case of Loy and 
Powell’s films, there is an unprecedented use of such intertextual 
references that ultimately serves to give this duo’s comedic style its own 
unique flair. 
In attempting to pry Irene and Waldo away from Charlie’s clutches, 
Margit unknowingly unleashes a rift between the young couple. Irene 
wants Waldo to begin acting like a man and to stand up to Margit, 
instead of passively going along with everything Margit says. 
Unfortunately, Waldo just does not have the courage to confront Margit. 
This pushes Irene to declare her ‘love’ for Charlie, in an attempt to get a 
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rise out of Waldo, but he does not object to this relationship, so long as 
she is happy. Meanwhile, Charlie, despite of, or perhaps because of, his 
initial quarrel with Margit, becomes completely infatuated with her. 
Margit, however is oblivious to his advances and believes that he and 
Irene are in love, based upon what she has heard from Irene and Waldo. 
The unfolding relationships within Double Wedding result in a series of 
misunderstandings, deceptions, and tangled web of lies that nearly 
culminates in the marriage of Irene and Charlie, much to every 
protagonist’s dismay.  
Charlie, Powell in top screwball form (even appears in one scene 
wearing a long fur coat, French sailor’s shirt, beret, and fake beard), 
concocts a scheme that will allow for him to woo Margit and reconcile 
Irene and Waldo. Requesting that Margit sit for him, as his new muse, so 
that he can paint her portrait perfectly, Charlie agrees to stop ‘seeing’ 
Irene. Only Irene complicates matters by still attempting to get Waldo to 
fight for her, and shows up at Charlie’s trailer, much to the 
disappointment of Margit, who has begun falling in love with Charlie in 
their extended amount of time spent together. It is thus decided, by 
Charlie, that he should plan a wedding, presumably for himself and Irene 
since they ‘love’ each other, but in reality he has intentions of marrying 
Margit (completely unbeknownst to her).  
In his brief essay on Double Wedding, Lawrence J. Quirk notes that 
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“Some reviewers got a mixed reaction to the film, which they thought too 
archly European in spots, but the public bought it, primarily due to the 
star power, and it was a hit because Powell and Loy, with Beal and Rice 
ably emulating them, made the material look better than it was” (209). 
This comes as no surprise due to the overly screwball nature of this film, 
particularly the juxtaposition of Charlie’s free-spirited bohemianism 
versus Margit’s staid traditional values. In some respects, Double 
Wedding features the irreverence of a Noël Coward play, like Design for 
Living via providing a most unconventional ending for its characters. 
With Irene and Charlie’s wedding commencing in his trailer, much 
to the disappointment of the bride, groom, and Margit, the ceremony gets 
underway after much stalling and unnecessary delays. Getting to the 
point of the ‘I Dos,’ Irene completely clams up, not saying a word, and 
Margit says “I Do” for her, but Charlie, much to Margit’s agitation, says 
“No.” Charlie then reveals that he will not marry Irene because he loves 
Margit, she is completely shocked, and he has to repeat himself, 
emphatically stating, “Margit, I love you!” To which she replies, “Well, 
why didn’t you say so, you big grasshopper. I love you too.” Finally, 
having mustered up the courage to stand up for what he wants, Waldo 
storms into the trailer (a la Charlie’s prior coaching scene), and punches 
Charlie, knocking him out. Waldo then grabs Irene, flings her over his 
shoulder, taking his first stance as a ‘man,’ and carries her out of the 
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trailer, as she giddily smiles and waves goodbye, while being absconded 
with and unwed.  
A gigantic brawl breaks out, starting among the onlookers gathered 
outside the trailer, but things escalate just as quickly inside the trailer, 
and Margit is swept up in the fray. Charlie comes to, but get accidently 
hit in the head several times by Margit, who clunks him with his guitar 
and then paint palette. But Margit too, is soon knocked out, and the pair 
are shown lying side by side on the floor of the trailer, a horse-shoe-type 
floral arrangement, with a banner reading “Good Luck,” falls on them, 
framing Loy and Powell in its center. Charlie starts to regain 
consciousness, he turns and kisses Margit, but as the trailer suddenly 
starts to move, an Academy Award falls off a shelf above his head and 
hits him, knocking him out once again. The film ends on this image of 
Loy and Powell, with an Oscar beside them, which acts as yet another 
comedic in-joke and reference, this time their 1936 film, The Great 
Ziegfeld, in which Loy and Powell portrayed the real-life married couple, 
Billy Burke and Florenz Ziegfeld Jr., which won the Oscar for Best 
Picture at the 1937 Academy Awards. 
Between the non-stop in-jokes, intertextuality, eccentric 
characters, and inherently screwball ending, Double Wedding offers what 
is arguably the most modern depiction of a romantic couple, via the total 
absence of marriage, in all of Loy and Powell’s films. The irony of the title 
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encapsulates the humor of this film, as life intervenes and prevents any 
of the characters from marrying, leaving viewers with a rather 
problematic and risqué conclusion. Irene and Waldo, having been 
engaged for four years, all the while living separately in the same house, 
under Margit’s watchful eye, unite at the end of the film, not to form a 
legal union, as Margit intended, but rather they embark to form a union 
of a sexual kind, marriage being the last thing on either one of their 
minds. Margit and Charlie, having expressed their love for each other, 
still remain equally unmarried, and almost appear dead in the film’s final 
moment, while surrounded by flowers, but having successfully united as 
a romantic couple. Double Wedding presents an unconventional ending 
that completely disregards the need for marriage, and instead leaves its 
characters in newfound states of freedom. 
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CHAPTER THREE: LOY & POWELL’S MARITAL COMEDIES 
 
“It's delightful to be married. 
To be, be, be, be, be, be, be, be, to be married. 
There is nothing half so jolly,  
As jolly married life… 
When you laugh and play,  
The live-long day,  
Well, that’s the life for me!”  
–Anna Held (lyricist of the 1907 song “It’s Delightful to 
Be Married” featured in both The Great Ziegfeld and 
Love Crazy) 
 
 While still containing the same romantic comedy conventions 
found in Libeled Lady and Double Wedding, particularly the use of in-
jokes, ‘green worlds,’ slapstick humor, role-playing, etc., Loy and Powell’s 
other romantic comedy films I Love You Again and Love Crazy differ in 
terms of their depiction of each film’s central couple. The biggest change 
being that Loy and Powell portray married couples who are grappling 
with the issue of divorce. William Rothman eloquently describes the 
central issue of marital comedies, stating, “these films pose, and address, 
a question about marriage itself. What constitutes marriage when divorce 
 68 
is a real possibility?” (230). Unlike conventional romantic comedy films 
where protagonists eventually form a couple, both I Love You Again and 
Love Crazy must create a space that allows for the reunion of the 
protagonists. One could even say these films exhibit a form of 
‘remarriage,’ as Stanley Cavell describes it.  
 These marital or remarriage comedies still follow the same 
narrative trajectory as Loy and Powell’s previous romantic comedies, but 
become indicative of a separate cycle of screwball films that examine 
marriage within a state of disarray or divorce. Now the romantic comedy 
couple squabbles because of their marriage, and not from their desires 
as emotionally and sexually frustrated single people. As Thomas Schatz 
illustrates, “Their battling is enhanced by their marriage; as a married 
couple, the principals have long since honed their outrageous 
antagonism to a razor-sharp edge. And further, this antagonism results, 
not from socioeconomic disparity or differing backgrounds, but from the 
fact that these two people know each other all too well” (163). Films such 
as The Awful Truth, His Girl Friday, or The Philadelphia Story feature 
characters that are either already divorced at the beginning of the film, or 
quickly divorce within the first few scenes, only to have their protagonists 
form a ‘new’ union by the film’s conclusion. Both I Love You Again and 
Love Crazy fall into a similar generic pattern as these other films, 
although Loy’s and Powell’s characters’ divorces are postponed and then 
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completely abandoned by each of their film’s conclusions. I Love You 
Again and Love Crazy offer two different takes on the romantic comedy 
couple, but which ultimately look to Nick and Nora Charles of the ‘Thin 
Man’ films as inspiration for the rekindled romance between Loy and 
Powell’s quarreling marital couples. 
 
“Coo… coo” or Lovebird for: I Love You Again 
 I Love You Again enters the realm of marital romantic comedies 
and at times appears to have less to do with the film’s central couple 
than being a vehicle for displaying Powell’s abilities as a comedian. 
Released on September 9, 1940, Loy described I Love You Again in her 
autobiography as having “turned out to be one of our best marital 
comedies, a clever script with a great piece of directing by Woody Van 
Dyke. Bill had some hilarious moments, including a Boy Scout hike filled 
with pratfalls and business that still makes me scream with laughter” 
(Kotsilibas-Davis & Loy 163). This film marked Loy and Powell’s fifth 
collaboration working with director Van Dyke, which stylistically 
speaking can be seen as a cross between Manhattan Melodrama and The 
Thin Man. 
 Van Dyke’s films could consistently be described as classic 
Hollywood ‘genre fare,’ or films that were inexpensively produced under 
the studio system, rehashed genre tropes, and were targeted towards 
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specific audiences, like gangster pictures and romantic comedies. With I 
Love You Again, as with The Thin Man, there are a variety of qualities and 
plot features that make this film harder to define in terms of being just 
one genre, and instead point to Van Dyke’s ability to successfully and 
subtly direct films that feature hybrid genres. On the surface I Love You 
Again is a romantic comedy about the impending divorce of Loy and 
Powell’s characters, Kay and Larry Wilson, but also features gangster 
film tropes via con man George Carey (also Powell), who attempts to 
swindle Larry and win Kay’s heart, only there is one problem: Larry and 
George are in fact the same man. 
 Here Powell gives a superb dual performance as teetotaler Larry 
Wilson, whose favorite drink is “grape juice and ginger ale,” and as 
George Carey, a notorious criminal itching to pull one last con, but who 
suffered a blow to the head that resulted in an extreme episode of 
amnesia that led to his believing he was Larry Wilson for almost 11 
years. Of course, the film being a comedy, complications must ensue, as 
George learns that the money he thought Larry had turns out to be a 
trust fund for the Community Chest, and that Larry’s beautiful wife Kay 
wants a divorce. Now George must come up with an angle to still make 
some quick bucks and, deciding to see what Larry’s small town has to 
offer, George requests that Kay postpone their divorce giving ‘Larry’ time 
to recoup from his accident at sea and allowing George time to develop 
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new schemes and relationships. 
 While this film is the least comedically referential of Loy and 
Powell’s romantic comedies, I Love You Again contains some hilarious 
slapstick moments, highlighted by Powell’s screwball antics (particularly 
his romping through a forest, like a deer, as a scout leader), and gives 
Loy’s character plenty of opportunities to get the better of his character. 
This film heightens the use of deception and role-play to exaggerated 
effect in one scene with Powell’s portrayal of George, pretending to be 
Larry, feigning illness and requesting that Kay make him something to 
eat. Kay, mad at Larry, initially refuses, but chastised by her mother and 
even further annoyed at Larry/George for banging pans around in the 
kitchen, agrees to make him some eggs. Having roped Kay into cooking, 
George – having self-prescribed ‘alcohol’ as part of the “doctor’s orders” in 
aiding Larry’s recovery – convinces Kay to stay and drink some 
champagne with him. Getting Kay tipsy, the two begin to squabble, and 
George lets slip that he is not hungry (his ‘hunger’ was a ruse after all to 
spend time with Kay), prompting Kay to upend a plate of scrambled eggs 
over George’s head. Here, I Love You Again engages the characters in a 
typically antagonistic romantic comedy courtship, but within the 
confines of marriage, as Kay and Larry are legally married, but she is 
unknowingly interacting with a completely different man, George. 
 This depiction of a married romantic comedy couple is different 
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than even the ‘Thin Man’s’ Nick and Nora, due to the inherent duality of 
Powell’s character. Given the snippets of Larry’s character, which can be 
pieced together from his one appearance at the beginning of the film, 
Kay’s reactions and comments about Larry, and his taxidermy-filled 
separate bedroom, within their home, it becomes all too clear as to why 
Kay wants a divorce. Larry is a dull, straight-laced, tight-wad, who was 
oblivious to his wife’s charms, and Kay wants to be adored and in a 
physically intimate relationship that Larry is clearly unwilling, or unable, 
to give her. In this sense, Kay and Larry’s relationship represents an 
outdated traditional notion of marriage, whereas Kay longs for a fun, 
playful, and sexual relationship, a la that of The Thin Man’s Nick and 
Nora.  
 As the film progresses, and ‘Larry’s’ antics become more erratic, it 
is unfathomable to Kay how different her husband has become since his 
accident. George loves to drink, dance, buy Kay expensive things, and is 
very attentive and affectionate towards her. In one scene, George regales 
Kay with an allegorical tale that mirrors Kay and Larry’s relationship, 
which is about a lovebird that kicked its mate out of the nest. Upon 
entering Kay’s room, to see how pretty she looks “in her new negligee,” 
George and Kay begin to fight. Kay accuses ‘Larry’ of behaving childish, 
saying, “Sometimes you remind me of a high schooler standing on the 
street corner whistling at girls.” George quips back, “Well it’s romantic to 
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whistle at the opposite sex. Birds do it. Lovebirds…” To which Kay says, 
“Lovebirds don’t whistle, they coo.” “No,” George admonishes, “they 
whistle, a sort of low, cooing whistle like this:” to which Powell proceeds 
to make a low, throaty, trilling, cooing-like noise with great comedic 
effect. The rest of the scene continues with George telling his story, 
repeatedly cooing all the while, and Kay becomes furious with ‘Larry,’ 
lectures him about how absolutely miserable he is making her feel by 
constantly showering her with affection, and tells him that if he has 
“anything else to say, make it short,” to which George merely, “Coos.” 
This sends Kay into a frenzy of uncontrollable weeping, as she is so 
frustrated and confused by ‘Larry’s’ sudden change in character, wishing 
that he would return to his “owl-stuffing, speech-making, pompous, old 
self.”  
 George is, of course, unable to reverse his amnesia or revert back 
to being ‘Larry,’ but what this scene indicates is Kay’s falling in love with 
‘George.’ Having set in motion an oil con, and attempting to swindle some 
locals out of their money by selling off a worthless piece of land owned by 
Larry, the film makes a very abrupt transition in establishing Kay’s 
renewed affection for her ‘husband.’ Having interrupted George’s meeting 
and telling him not to be swindled, as she knows that there is oil on the 
property, Kay proceeds to walk to her mailbox to “post a letter.” George 
looks at the envelope, and cheekily comments, “Exit Herbert?” meaning 
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that Kay is sending her fiancé a Dear-John-type letter, to which she 
affirms, “Exit Herbert.” The two then take a walk together, winding up on 
top of a grassy hillside overlooking their town, and have a conversation 
about how much ‘Larry’ has changed, and barely resembles the man who 
once told her that “marriage is the soundest investment two people can 
make,” by way of a marriage proposal. Returning home, Kay professes 
her love for ‘Larry’, warns him that she in now going to “chase” him, and 
she kisses George. 
 This sets in motion the conclusion of the film in which George 
pretends to have another bout of amnesia in order to get out of his ill-
conceived property scam. Kay is completely distraught upon seeing Larry 
behaving like his old self once again, even going so far as to contemplate 
hitting ‘Larry’ over the head with a vase to see if she can reverse his 
amnesia. Vase in hand, Kay raises her arm, but Larry moves on the 
couch, turning to her (she quickly hides the vase behind her back), Larry 
rises, and proceeds to “Coo” at her. Kay drops the vase, delighted to 
realize that Larry/George is still the new man that she has fallen in love 
with, and they embrace. 
I Love You Again bridges the divide between Loy and Powell’s 
unmarried and married filmic couples, by exhibiting characteristics of 
both within this film’s characters and narrative. The film gives a glimpse 
into a more traditional and unsatisfactory marriage, between Kay and 
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Larry, juxtaposed with George’s playful and amorous courtship of Kay. 
The film’s final kiss being an indication that Kay’s door will most likely 
remain unlocked for her and George’s foreseeable future. While certainly 
not reaching the same level of camaraderie that Nick and Nora are 
depicted as having within their marriage in The Thin Man, it becomes 
apparent that I Love You Again is meant to invoke a comparison between 
the two films. However, the events of I Love You Again go beyond the 
scope of Nick and Nora’s relationship, by depicting Loy’s character as 
having the unfortunate circumstances of being confined to a loveless 
marriage. Nora, after all, never asks, nor would want to ask, for a divorce 
from Nick. 
 
 
Love Crazy or Mere Insanity? 
 Within Loy and Powell’s final traditional romantic comedy, Love 
Crazy, the pair, as in I Love You Again, portray a married couple who find 
themselves headed for divorce. Released May 23, 1941, Love Crazy was 
directed by Jack Conway, whom Loy and Powell worked with in Libeled 
Lady. Highly zany, with Powell appearing even more the screwball than 
in Double Wedding, James Harvey dismisses Love Crazy as being “almost 
unwatchable” (176). Yet, time and again classic romantic comedies that 
feature a screwball sensibility have often been critiqued as ‘unwatchable,’ 
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such as Howard Hawks’ Bringing Up Baby, which featured Katharine 
Hepburn in her most outrageous role as Susan Vance, marking a low 
point in her career having gained the moniker ‘box office poison,’ but in 
hindsight the film represents one of her best onscreen roles. Love Crazy 
is a similar such film, which may not be to everyone’s taste, but is 
certainly a delightful romantic comedy, and one of Loy and Powell’s most 
unique comedic endeavors. 
 Love Crazy depicts many classic romantic comedy tropes but to an 
exaggerated and almost absurdist level, while also managing to pay 
homage to Loy and Powell’s previous works. From the very opening of the 
film, we see Powell’s character, Steve Ireland, sitting in the back of a taxi 
and singing along with a record playing on a portable phonograph. The 
song featured here, “It’s Delightful to be Married,” is a very pointed in-
joke or intertextual reference, as it was sung within Loy and Powell’s 
Oscar winning film, The Great Ziegfeld. In appropriating this song and 
having Powell’s character sing and hum it, ultimately presenting his wife 
Susan (Loy) with the record player and recording as an anniversary 
present, Love Crazy is essentially poking fun at the fact that Loy and 
Powell have had an exceptional number of onscreen appearances playing 
married (or nearly married) couples. 
 Based upon their opening exchange it becomes clear that Steve 
and Susan have a very playful, sexual, and happy marriage. In 
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discussing their anniversary plans for the evening, we get our first look 
at just how eccentric this couple can be, as every year on their wedding 
anniversary they recreate the order of events that occurred on their 
wedding day. Only, this year Steve suggests that they should conduct 
their evening in reverse, or doing everything “backward,” so that they 
would start their evening in their bedroom, recreating their wedding 
night (presumably by having sex)3, and then worry about doing 
everything else that they had planned (see Figure 5). This would include 
having dinner backward, so that they would start with dessert and end 
with the soup course. One can easily see Nick and Nora, from The Thin 
Man, as inspiration for Steve and Susan. In addition to each couple 
sharing the same first letter within their given names, Steve and Susan, 
like Nick and Nora, take apparent pleasure in enjoying all that married 
life entails, especially sex.  
 Steve and Susan’s plans for the evening are hastily interrupted 
with the arrival of Susan’s mother, Mrs. Cooper (Florence Bates). 
Immediately Steve’s mother-in-law sends him on an errand to mail a 
check for her, and Steve’s return is delayed by an unexpected elevator 
incident. Steve winds up encountering an old girlfriend, Isobel (Gail 
Patrick, who appeared alongside Powell in My Man Godfrey), in his 
 
3 Sex in classical Hollywood cinema, due to the adoption of production codes, is often 
inferred but never shown. The closest thing to an outward depiction of sex is suggested 
through rather chaste kisses (by modern standards) or ribald verbal exchanges between 
the main characters. 
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Figure 5: Steve (Powell) and Susan (Loy) embracing on the floor in Love Crazy 
(1941). 
 
elevator, learning that she has just moved into the apartment building 
with her new husband. Spotting Isobel’s dog, Steve quips, “Whatever 
happened to that old Wire-Haired that I gave you?” This, of course can 
only be taken as a referential in-joke about Asta, Nick and Nora’s Wire-
Haired Terrier in the ‘Thin Man’ films. The elevator suddenly gets stuck, 
and in attempting to climb out, Steve gets his neck stuck in the door, 
loses his footing, and is then jostled up and down, with his head sticking 
out in the hallway, as the elevator operator attempts to get the 
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contraption moving again. Finally rescuing him, Isobel takes a shaken 
and disoriented Steve back to her apartment, where she attempts to 
seduce him, but he brushes her off, informing her that he is happily 
married, and quickly returns upstairs to Susan. 
 What transpires next is a series of comedic misunderstandings 
that lead Mrs. Cooper and Susan to believe that Steve has begun having 
an affair with Isobel, prompting Susan to ask for a divorce. Steve is 
completely devastated, and being very much in love with Susan, consults 
with his lawyer about how to prevent or postpone getting divorced, to 
allow him time to win Susan back. Steve’s lawyer admits that nothing 
can be done to stop the divorce from going forward, unless they could 
prove that Steve is completely insane. Here, Powell once again plays the 
screwball, as his character does everything in his power to show that he 
has gone completely mad. Steve is shown “liberating” party-goers top 
hats by tossing them in a swimming pool (and even pushes his mother-
in-law in after them), he accidently falls out a window naked (which is 
misconstrued as a suicide attempt), and purposely fails the tests 
administered by the court appointed physicians and psychologists, who 
promptly announce that Steve is insane. Susan, however calls Steve’s 
bluff, and has him institutionalized the minute the judge admits him into 
her care, effectively postponing their divorce.  
 Being physically separated from Susan, Steve makes a mad escape 
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from the sanitarium, climbing a volley-ball net stuck in a tree to 
successfully scale the grounds’ high fence, freeing himself. The asylum 
here acts in much the same manner as the ‘green worlds’ present in Loy 
and Powell’s other romantic comedies, forcing Steve to change and grow 
as a character upon emerging from the ‘green world’ and returning to his 
traditional lodging. However, Love Crazy takes this notion of change to 
an unimaginably comic level, by forcing Steve to change his outward 
appearance, in order to evade being captured and forcibly returned to the 
institution. But while attempting to dodge being discovered in Isobel’s 
apartment, having successfully returned to his building, Steve dons 
women’s clothing (Powell even shaved off his signature moustache for 
this role) and pretends to be “Miss Ireland,” Steve’s dowdy “sister.” Roger 
Bryant gives the following amusing account about Powell’s role as Miss 
Ireland: 
A movie magazine item about Love Crazy published photos 
of Powell dressed as a woman and claimed that even Louis 
B. Mayer was fooled: “L.B. spent five minutes trying to place 
the lady who hailed him affectionately.” Powell’s drag 
authenticity also was praised: “He wasn’t content with a 
purposely clumsy female impersonation, like the one Jack 
Benny will do to ‘Charlie’s Aunt’ – usually with trousers 
showing below the skirt. Complete with chic pompadour and 
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false bosom, Bill makes as convincing a dowager as ever won 
the heart of Groucho Marx.” (138) 
Powell’s performance in drag is the comedic pinnacle of the film, and 
provides ample opportunity for laughs as everything that possibly could 
go wrong, in fact does go wrong for Steve. 
 In attempting to get from Isobel’s apartment on the eleventh floor, 
back to Susan on the twelfth, Steve is nearly intercepted by Ward 
Willoughby (Jack Carson), a fellow neighbor and Susan’s suitor, who, 
upon encountering ‘Steve’s sister,’ Miss Ireland, comments, “that’s the 
screwiest old dame I ever saw. Maybe Steve is nuts.” Susan, still very 
mad at Steve for having gone missing with Isobel on their anniversary 
night, refuses to take him back, but agrees to hide him in their 
apartment. As Ward, Mrs. Cooper, and some police officers barge into 
Susan’s apartment, looking for Steve, Powell’s character has a hard time 
keeping up his appearance. Steve’s trousers show, his skirt is hiked up 
and becomes caught in his garters, and one of his fake yarn ‘breasts’ 
becomes entangled in the phonograph spindle, completely unraveling, 
nearly giving him away several times.  By this point the zany screwball 
qualities of the film make it appear near impossible for our leading duo 
to be reunited by the film’s conclusion. 
As Susan and her mother get into a heated debate about sleeping 
arrangements for that evening, Mrs. Cooper reveals that she saw Steve 
 82 
and Isobel, on Susan and Steve’s anniversary night, walking along the 
street below their apartment, which astonishes Susan, “You saw them 
walking along the street, and you never told me?” This entire time Susan 
thought that Steve and Isobel had spent the evening alone together in 
Isobel’s apartment, but this new revelation changes everything for Susan, 
by confirming that Steve’s insistence that he and Isobel only walked 
around the block for a drink and to catch up as old pals. Rushing off to 
reconcile with Steve, Susan bids her mother good night, and, about to 
enter the guest room where ‘Miss Ireland’ has been instructed to sleep 
Mrs. Cooper says, “Well, all right, but I hope you get a good night’s 
sleep.” To which Susan responds by mirthfully chuckling, knowing full 
well that the last thing she will probably be doing that night is sleep.  
Love Crazy pokes fun at marriage by exaggerating how difficult and 
maddening it can be to get a divorce. While Loy and Powell, playing 
Susan and Steve Ireland, are meant to be seen as a variation of Nick and 
Nora Charles, there is one major difference between these two couples: 
Susan doubts Steve’s fidelity, an issue that Nora never questions about 
Nick, even when she finds her husband embracing another woman. This 
goes to show that Nick and Nora remain the idealized depiction of a 
married couple, a quality that many romantic comedies, particularly Love 
Crazy, subvert in humorous ways by creating insane scenarios that Loy 
and Powell’s characters must overcome. On the surface, Love Crazy 
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appears to be yet another ridiculous screwball romantic comedy, but 
what emerges is an imperfect depiction of marriage, which emphasizes 
trust as the essential trait for maintaining a successful romantic 
relationship. Trust being a component that Nick and Nora never appear 
to have to worry about.  
 
 
Practically Imperfect Marriages in Every Way? 
 With all the intertextuality, in-jokes, slapstick moments, and 
nuanced depictions of marriage, it becomes obvious that Myrna Loy and 
William Powell’s portrayal of romantic comedy couples are eternally 
linked and epitomized through their seminal roles as Nick and Nora 
Charles in the ‘Thin Man’ films. The beauty of Loy and Powell’s romantic 
comedy films reside in the details, as so much can be conveyed in a 
character’s knowing glance, a sly smile, or a subtle plethora of in-jokes, 
which warrants these films with the necessity of multiple viewings where 
one is bound to come away from a viewing noticing and appreciating 
something new each and every time. This has resulted in the creation of 
an idealized depiction of modern marriage that all subsequent romantic 
comedy films have attempted to have their characters obtain. In some 
cases, this is attempted by eschewing the issue of marriage all together, 
as in Libeled Lady or Double Wedding, suggesting that such an equal and 
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loving relationship cannot exist if confined within matrimony. Whereas 
other films burden their married characters with the threat of divorce, as 
in I Love You Again and Love Crazy, where subversive approaches to 
screwball conventions drive the characters back together, creating new 
but obviously imperfect unions. What each of these romantic comedy 
couples depicts, whether legally married or not, is that no marriage or 
relationship is perfect, nor would it be so much fun if they were. As 
Osgood Fielding III (Joe E. Brown) says, at the end of Billy Wilder’s 1959 
romantic comedy Some Like It Hot, “Well… Nobody’s perfect.”  
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CONCLUSION 
 While it may often be assumed that the last film that Myrna Loy 
and William Powell appeared in was Song of the Thin Man (1947), which 
was in fact their last ‘Thin Man’ and MGM film, they appeared onscreen 
together as a married couple one more time. The film which I am 
referring to is the 1947 film, directed by George S. Kaufman, The Senator 
Was Indiscreet (also known as Mr. Ashton Was Indiscreet), which was a 
feature that only credited Powell as the film’s headliner, while Loy’s brief, 
but telling, cameo did not garner her any credits within the film. 
However, this 3-minute cameo, in which Loy appears at the very end of 
the film playing Mr. Ashton’s (Powell) wife, becomes the greatest 
referential ‘in-joke’ of Loy and Powell’s collaborative filmic oeuvre.  
With the Ashtons having gone into exile and fleeing to the South 
Seas after the senator’s scandal (a comical combination of incompetent 
presidential and political campaigning, blackmail, and a missing diary), 
we see the couple on a tropical island, and up to this point in the film the 
audience has not seen the senator’s wife, but have only seen Mr. Ashton 
conversing with her over the telephone. As the conclusion plays out, we 
learn that Mr. Ashton has won over the local island populace, and is 
right on track for becoming their new leader. The scene focuses on Mr. 
Ashton conversing with and apologizing to his wife, but her back is 
turned towards the camera, and her identity still a mystery. The woman 
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is suddenly spun around, as the couple go to embrace, and Mr. Ashton’s 
wife is revealed to be none other than Myrna Loy, once again playing 
Powell’s spouse. Mrs. Ashton cheekily comments, “Well, it is not the 
‘White House’ you promised, but it will do,” one final comedic quip at Mr. 
Ashton’s notions of political grandeur. What makes this cameo important 
is the tongue-in-cheek way Loy and Powell are depicted, once again, as a 
married couple; the ultimate referential or intertextual gag poking fun at 
their extensive careers portraying onscreen couples. Although The 
Senator Was Indiscreet was in fact the last time Loy and Powell appeared 
on screen together, both actors continued to make pictures and were 
cast in some of their most individually iconic roles after their last filmic 
collaborations in 1947. 
 In retrospect it becomes quite blatant that each actor owed a large 
portion of their success to having collaborated on films together, 
particularly in their portrayals of Nick and Nora Charles, such eccentric 
and beloved characters that spawned an extensive legacy of adaptations 
and homages. Apart from Loy and Powell’s six films, there was a ‘Thin 
Man’ dramatized radio play by Lux Radio Theatre in 1936 (with Loy and 
Powell reprising their roles as Nick and Nora), there was a ‘Thin Man’ TV 
series airing on NBC from 1957-59 (with Peter Lawford and Phyllis Kirk 
as Nick and Nora), and there have been stage plays and musicals 
featuring the iconic sleuthing couple of Dashiell Hammett’s novel well 
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into the 1990s. One humorous homage to Nick and Nora can be seen in 
the biting satire film Murder by Death (1976), in which David Niven and 
Maggie Smith play a couple whose characters are named Dick and Dora 
Charleston. There have even been rumors of a ‘Thin Man’ filmic remake 
to be directed by Rob Marshall and starring Johnny Depp as Nick 
Charles, but this project appears to have been indefinitely put on hold 
due to scheduling conflicts and the difficult task of casting Nora… 
 From their first appearance together in Manhattan Melodrama and 
then on to their uproarious success as Nick and Nora Charles in The 
Thin Man, plus its sequels, it is no surprise that Loy and Powell’s legacy 
can be seen as having an influence that spans generations. Between 
their characters’ contributions to the development of the romantic 
comedy couple, particularly in terms of ‘screwball’ characteristics, as 
seen throughout the impressive romantic comedic works, including 
Libeled Lady, Double Wedding, I Love You Again, and Love Crazy, it 
becomes apparent that Myrna Loy and William Powell were consummate 
actors, who not only worked well together, but as products of the 
classical Hollywood studio system, they found their greatest success in 
being repeatedly paired onscreen together, showing the world just how 
eccentric, modern, and delightful marriage can be. 
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